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Role of clergy in medieval muslim society 
Source: 


Dr. Mubarak Ali, “Almiyah-e-Tarikh”, ch. 9 - 10, pp. 95 - 105, 
Fiction House, Lahore, (2012). 


Translator: Rabia Aslam 


During the reign of Muslim ruling families in India, the Ulema, with the 
help of government institutions, sought to keep the roots of orthodoxy 
strong in Muslim society so that they could maintain their influence. 
Governments, in order to gain support of the Ulema, promoted them to 
high positions (judges, physician, etc.), while at the same time keeping 
them financially prosperous through the “Madad-i-Maash” grants. 
Therefore, the spirit of understanding and compromise between the 
Ulema and the government remained, and in return, Ulema declared 
these governments to be Islamic and urged the Muslim subjects to 
remain loyal. 


The job of the Ulema was not to solve problems but to create problems 
(in form of religious rulings). As Muslim societies became entangled in 
these issues, the influence of the Ulema in the society grew, and they 
continued to lead the common populace. They never intended to help 
the society rather preferred to create more trouble. 


The business of religious hatred 

From the very beginning, the Ulema used violence and prejudice as a 
weapon to discriminate between Hindus and Muslims. An example of this 
can be found in the statements of the scholars in the times of Delhi 
Sultanate, in which they demanded from ‘Al-Tamish’ that either the non- 
muslims should be killed or humiliated. Ahmad al-Faruqi al-Sirhind! 
(Mujaddid aif-sani) also expressed the same views during the Mughal 
period and opposed any movement that would create harmony and unity 
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between Hindus and Muslims and increase cultural congruence among 
them. He repeatedly stated in his letters that Hindus should be 
demeaned and their religious festivals must be banned. In a letter 
addressed to Sheikh Farid, he writes: 


“the honor of Islam is in disgrace and humiliation of infidels. He 
who cherished the comfort of non-believer, disgraced Islam. 
Caring for them does not mean just respecting and exalting them. 
Rather, giving place in one's meetings, associating with them and 
talking to them all contribute to dis-honoring Islam. They should 
be kept away from believers like dogs” (1). 


Thus Ahmad Sirhindi’s views were against Akbar's modernity. The 
enlightenment movement started by Akbar sought to liberate the non- 
muslims from the humiliation the conquerors used to inflict upon them 
in the name of religion. This was an unpopular policy for the Ulema since 
it endangered their relevance in the society and government affairs. Shah 
Waliullah continued the same policy of violence against Hindus. In one of 
his letters he says: 


"strict orders should be issued in all Islamic towns forbidding 
religious ceremonies publicly practiced by Hindus such as the 
performance of Holi and ritual bathing in the Ganges. On the 
tenth of Muharram, the Shias should not be allowed to go beyond 
the bounds of moderation, neither should they be rude nor repeat 
stupid things in the streets or bazars." (2) 


His attitude towards non-muslims is also reflected by one of the dreams 
he saw: 


"l saw myself in a dream that !am Qaem al-Zaman (master of the 
age). Which means that when God Almighty wanted to establish 
a system of goodness and benevolence, then He made me a tool 
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and medium for the fulfillment of this noble cause. And | saw that 
the king of the infidels took over the land of the Muslims and 
looted their property. He arrested their women and children and 
in the city of Aimer he declared the rites of disbelief. He eradicated 
the rites of Islam. Then after that | saw that the Almighty became 
angry and very angry with the people of the earth. And | witnessed 
the embodiment of the wrath of the Almighty in the heavens. And 
then dripping from there, divine wrath descended on me. Then | 
found myself angry. And this wrath which was filled in me, was 
blown into me by Almighty. Then | proceeded towards a city, 
destroying it and killing its inhabitants. other people followed me. 
Thus, destroying one city after another, we finally reached Ajmer. 
And there we killed the disbelievers. Then | saw the king of the 
infidels walking with the king of Islam, surrounded by a group of 
Muslims. In the meantime, the king of Islam ordered the king of 
the infidels to be slaughtered. People grabbed him and 
slaughtered him with knives. When | saw blood gushing out of the 
veins of his neck, | said: now blessing has descended” (3). 


In the same way, he addressed the rulers in one place and said: 


“O kings! The will of the heavens has established for you to pull all 
the swords. And do not put them back in scabbard until Muslims 
are distinguished from the Infidel and the rebellious leaders of 
disbelievers join the ranks of the weak. Be assured that there is 
nothing left in their contro! that will enable them to raise their 
heads in the future”. (4) 


Maintaining this distinction between Hindus and Muslims, both Ahmad 
Sirhindi and Shah Waliullah vehemently opposed co-operation and co- 
existence. In this way, unlike the Muslim rulers in India, they took the 
view that Hindus were infidels, not ‘dhimmis’ (a person living in a region 


overrun by Muslim conquest who was accorded a protected status and 
allowed to retain his or her original faith). Therefore, they should not 
have the rights of a protected person. And they should be humiliated in 
every possible way. Therefore, regarding the personal identity of 
Muslims, Shah Waliullah believed that: 


"muslims, no matter where they live, wherever they spend their 
youthful days, they should in any case be completely separated 
from the natives of that country in their culture, traditions and 
mannerisms. And wherever they are, they must be immersed in 
their Arabic splendor and Arabic trends”. (5) 


He strongly opposed the adoption of non-Arabic culture, writes in one 
place: 


"beware! The rich intend to adopt the ways of strangers and non- 
Arabs and those who deviate from the right path, and tries to mix 
and be like them” (6) 


The details of non-Islamic rituals given by Shah Ismail Dehlavi in his book 
‘Taqwiyat-ul-Iman’ (Strengthening of Faith) are as follows: wearing a 
turban on wedding, shaving-off beard, hugging on Eid while greeting, 
lighting, degrading the donkey and camel rides, slaughtering a goat at the 
birth of a boy, organizing social gathering on occasion of circumcision, 
tying pearls at the wedding and spectacle of light ladders, dancing, 
wearing red clothes, men wearing henna, serving food to relatives before 
marriage, giving up adornment in Muharram, holding Muharram 
gatherings, social gatherings on Milad-un-Nabi (Birth day of Prophet 
Muhammad) in Rabi-ul-Awal, cooking sweets on Eid, fondness towards 
music and melody, boasting about one's lineage, flattering one and 
other, offering too much dowry, extravagance in marriage ceremonies, 
self-Adornment, the etiquette of communication, and abandonment of 
saying Asalam-u-Alaikum (religious greeting), etc. (7). 


The second type of rituals were those that arose due to lack of education, 
political, social and economic disintegration and superstition. Their 
description in ‘Taqwiyat-ul-lman’ is as follows: asking for help from the 
dead, taking omens, believing in superstitions, placing arrows and the 
word of God on the mother's bed during labour, visiting graves, lighting 
lamps on graves, women going to shrines, cementing graves, writing 
dates and verses on graves, not marrying widows, etc. (8) In ‘Sirat-i- 
Mustageem’, Shah Ismail Dehlavi writes: 


“it should be noted that most people call on the prophets, imams 
and martyrs in difficult times. They seek fulfilment of wishes and 
desires through them. And in doing so offer sacrifices. Some 
slaughter animals and others give away their hard-earned wealth. 
Some swears by someone's name in their words (9). 


Ulema in India always kept alive the question of whether it is permissible 
to learn about the Hindu ways, rituals, language and religion, to know, to 
associate with them, to eat their food, to buy food from them, etc? This 
issue of identity has been important to the Muslim ruling classes from 
the very beginning. Because the problem was with the number of 
Muslims in India. If these small numbers were lost in the cultural life of 
Hindus, their political status would have been weakened. 


Secondly, cultural harmony eradicates hatred, a sense of enmity and 
hostility. It promotes reconciliation and co-operation. In that case, their 
theory of adventurous Jihads would have been damaged which they 
were imposing against Hindus. Therefore, it was in the interest of the 
ruling classes to keep Hindus and Muslims separate. If the cultural ties 
between them are weak, then that would promote segregation and 
hence the military strength would not be at risk. The Ulema too were 
interested in segregation because their leadership depended on the 
number of Muslims. If religious influence in Muslim society had 


diminished, their influence would have lessened. Their means of 
livelihood would have disappeared too. 


Promotion of cultural suffocation 

The Hindu and non-lslamic customs which the Ulama opposed from the 
beginning were of two kinds: First, the rituals that took place at cultural 
and social festivals and occasions. These included fairs, stalls and 
wedding ceremonies. The second type of rituals were those that 
appeared as a result of the socio-economic environment of the society, 
such as the worship of the smallpox goddess Sheetala. Therefore, the 
reasons for the promotion of these two types were different. 


Every human long for happiness and joy. He satisfies these desires 
through dance, music and other activities. This way the shadows of 
sorrow and despair in life disappear while pleasurable moments make 
him physically and spiritually healthy. Therefore, he tries to use every 
occasion and festival for his happiness. This aspect of his life is fulfilled by 
the pop-religion. As it offers religious traditions, rituals and festivals that 
are full of colors. It provides a cultural identity to the common man and 
allows him to breathe and heal. 


Since Arabs were not rich and vibrant in their culture in comparison to 
Iran and India, Muslim migrants got influenced by the locals. After 
embracing Islam, the people in Indian-subcontinent inherited these 
traditions and they continued with these festivals and rituals. Therefore, 
the festival of ‘Nowruz’ was celebrated with great pomp in the court of 
Muslim kings. Muslims Kings and common people also. started 
celebrating Hindu festivals such as ‘Dussehra’, ‘Holi’ and ‘Diwali’. 
Moreover, Muslims started tweaking with their own religious festivals. 
Use of animated colors during holy festivals, cheerful lightings on ‘Shab- 
e-Barat’ (the Night of forgiveness) became common. 


The nights of Eid al-Fitr began to shine like Diwali. On the occasion of 
Muharram, in the process of offering condolences and processions, 
swordsmanship and weaving tricks were shown. In the same way, by 
adopting many cultural rituals, colors and attractions were created in life. 
For example, many Indian rituals were adopted at weddings. 


In societies that are influenced by class systems, these rituals also 
become an expression of stature distinction and glory. Therefore, 
through these rituals, the elites began to show their social supremacy in 
the feudal society of India. They also started maintaining their class 
superiority through these rituals. This mindset of class-superiority and 
the abundance of wealth gave rise to diverse kinds of food on different 
festivals. Therefore, these festivals and rituals started becoming an 
economic burden on society. 


The real problem in this situation was the financial inequality and class 
division of the society. Therefore, when the Ulemas started a movement 
against such rituals, they could not succeed. Because in order to 
eliminate them, it was necessary to attack the social structure of the 
society. By attacking the social order, Ulema had to criticize the ruling 
kings, elites and men of power, to which they hesitated owing to their 
mutual interests. Therefore, these rituals and festivals remained present 
in the society and persisted with the same zeal. On the contrary, people 
with wealth used it for pomp and power and secondly, its human nature 
of seeking amusement that kept these festivals alive. 


Seeking help and guidance through shrines and by spiritual leaders, 
inclining towards them to ask for help in everyday problems, this concept 
and tradition emerged under the rule and political setup of Muslim rulers 
in Indian Sub-continent. Because the system was hostage to class 
division, a common man didn’t have access to the court of kings and 
princes. They could not reach the kings or the rulers unless there was any 
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noble connection or a recommendation. This mentality formed the belief 
that a common man could not have direct access to God without any 
means. And for that he needs some resources or help. He found this 
resource in saints, mystics and spiritual leaders. As the influence of the 
Saints and Sufis increased with this belief and their economic interests 
were also attached to it, they contributed to its strengthening. Taking 
advantage of this situation, the number of Sufis and Saints increased 
towards in the end of the Mughal period. They used to amaze people by 
performing miracles. They adopted a certain kind of appearance with 
long hair and wearing strong scents. Public confidence in them grew in 
this era of crisis, hunger, poverty, disease, everyday problems, worries, 
confusions, and sense of inferiority and insecurity. People began to lean 
towards such individuals. They began to trust them and wait for miracles 
and wonders. Therefore, on the one hand, the people would seek a 
solution to the oppression and economic and social unrest at the shrines 
run by these saints, while on the other hand, the Sufis and the exploiters 
of the shrines would take advantage of it and make vows, gifts and 
offerings. 


Attitude towards women 

In the last days of the Mughal period, Muslim scholars complained that 
women frequented shrines and they indulge into shameless and 
unethical practices. Though, no one tried to understand the background 
and the root cause. In a society where a woman was confined in a veil, 
all avenues of her freedom were shut, opportunities for her 
entertainment were scarce, so in such circumstances, it becomes her 
natural desire to come out of the shackles of social tyranny, and to see 
the outside world. This was possible only if she visited the shrines to ask 
for prayers and offerings. It was the only source of entertainment she 
wanted to make the most of. ‘Mirza Hairat Dehlavi’ writes on this ritual 
of the era: 
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"Among the noble women, saint-worship had reached its peak. 
The ill-hearted used to stare at the noble women to get their 
undeserved desires fulfilled. Every year, noble women graced the 
shrines with their presence in huge numbers without anyone 
stopping them. Nobody cared to wear a veil” (10). 


In these circumstances, the Ulema tried to keep women in the veil and 
force them to avoid superstitions. But no one thought of removing the 
root cause of all these defects. All these things had to do with the status 
of women in the society. Because in a society in which the status of a 
woman was meagre and she was considered to be inferior to a man, she 
was not respected and her human rights were not taken care of. 
Therefore, simply saying that widows should be married was not enough. 
Because in hindsight, there existed a thought that this woman has 
already been with someone else. She has lost her purity by being 
somebody’s property. Therefore, her social status was less than that of a 
virgin. Further, the woman was also considered responsible for being a 
widow. And in that sense, she was considered an outcast, and no one 
tolerated social relations with her. These perceptions could have 
changed only if women were awarded higher status in society and had 
equal rights with men. But none of the Ulema was ready to give this 
position to a woman. They were only focusing on minor reforms. 
Therefore, despite all their efforts, these problems remained. 


Scientific backwardness 

Superstitions persisted in women because they were not educated. 
Ignorance and limited exposure entangled them in the cyst of 
superstition. The only solution to this menace was modern education and 
enlightenment. Similarly, when people used to offer sacrifices to the 
goddess Sheetala to ward off smallpox, or to turn to amulets, saints and 
mantras to cure diseases, the reason was that there was no cure for 
these diseases in society at that time. There were no medicines or 
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hospitals for them. Nor were there sufficient physicians for the sick. The 
poor also could not afford treatment. In such circumstances, people had 
no choice but to resort to prayers and amulets for illness. Either they 
recovered, or they died. In societies where the basic needs of the people 
are met, all these superstitions automatically disappear. 


Reforms require promotion of (scientific) education and technical 
inventions in any society. Medicines for diseases need to be discovered 
and disseminated to the common people. Only then will superstitions, 
and supernatural beliefs, be eradicated. Unless the mental level of the 
common man is raised, there can be no social or economic reform 
through mere preaching. In the Indian subcontinent, whenever Ulema 
raised their voices for social reforms, they failed because they did not 
address the root-cause of social evils. All the Ulema continued to oppose 
modern education, scientific developments, by associating them with 
polytheism and practices adopted by infidels. 


Lack of political vision 

By the time of Shah Waliullah, the Mughal dynasty had lost its stability 
and the kingdom had collapsed under the weight of its shortcomings. The 
elites enjoyed luxuries and indulged into corruption. Therefore, Ulema 
criticized the political system of their time and exposed the corruptions 
of kings and elites. But they still worked towards the stability of the same 
system with certain reforms. Hence, at times they turned to 
Rohilla Sardar (Chief) Najeeb ad-Dawlah and later invited Anmad Shah 
Abdali (founder of the Durrani empire) to invade India. Their horizon was 
very limited in analyzing the changes taking place in Indian politics. They 
failed to understand the nationalist sentiments of Sikhs, Juts, and 
Marathas. They never realized that the Hindu majority of India needed 
basic rights. They must be given the right to practice their religion and be 
part of a national government. Similarly, they could not understand the 
growing influence of the British in India. 
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Place of Sheikh Ahmad Sirhindi and Shah Waliullah in 
history 


Source: 


Dr. Mubarak Ali, “Almiya Tareekh”, Chapter 9, Pages 82. 92, 
Fiction House Lahore, (2012). 
Translator: Rabia Aslam 


After 1857, in order to increase the influence of the Ulema in the Muslim 
society of India, it was necessary to promote their positive role in history 
and to prove that the Ulema have always rendered excellent services to 
the society. This fabricated history was crafted by the religious scholars 
in the post-1857 era with devotion and emotion. However, the need for 
research or analysis of historical events were not taken into account. 
Rather, an attempt was made to show the sacrifices of the Ulema, their 
character, their devotion and commitment towards the religion. The best 
example in this regard is that of Molana Abul Kalam Azad (1888-1958) 
who was not a historian, but a good writer and essayist. The style he has 
adopted in mentioning the scholars in "Tazkira" is fiction, not history. But 
his historical fiction impacted the basic fabric of the Muslim society in a 
very negative way. For example, regarding the personality of Ahmad 
Sirhindi (1564-1624), he says: 


“At the twilight of Emperor Akbar and at the beginning of the 
reign of Jahangir, was India completely devoid of scholars and 
leaders? Look at the big names of that age! But no one could live 
up to the challenge of fighting the evil. It was only his eminence 
Mujaddid Alf-Sani Sheikh Ahmad Sirhindi (may Allah have mercy 
on him) was the sole personality who came up with a guide” (1). 


About Shah Waliullah (1703-1762) he writes: 


“The secrets of the Da'wah (to call towards religious path) of the 
Ummah, which had been buried in the ruins of Old Delhi and in 
the store-rooms of Kotla, have now become a commotion in the 
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bazaars of Shahjahanabad and on the doorsteps of Jamia 
Mosque, thanks to the determination of Shah Walliullah. And 
even beyond the shores of India, his words spread like fire. The 
things that the elders could not bear to say even inside the closed 
cells, were now the talk of town. And the blood splattered words 
and stories were being recorded in the pages of history” (2). 


This style of expression greatly influenced the educated Muslim class of 
India, and this misinterpretation of history became so ingrained in the 
minds that facts were greatly overlooked. Thus, a parallel to the political 
history of the rulers formed the religious history of the Ulema and by 
criticizing the political history of the rulers it was maintained that only 
the Ulema maintained the Islamic identity in Indian society. One of the 
difficulties that history writer clerics encountered in shaping the history 
of the Ulema was that during every time period holy men have 
cooperated and reconciled with the rulers. Therefore, these religio- 
historians came up with the solution to divide them into two categories 
— ‘Ulema-e-Soo’ (Scholars spreading evil) and ‘Ulema-e-Haq’ (Scholars 
inviting towards the right path). 


Ulema-e-Soo opted for worldly gain, they were opportunistic and molded 
religion according to the needs of the rulers, while the scholars of truth 
stayed away from worldly benefits and spoke only of truth. But the 
problem was that each group called and labelled the other group as 
unguided and dubious, and tried to mold the historical events and facts 
according to their benefit. A group of religio-historians, who wanted to 
deepen the roots of orthodoxy in Muslim society, shaped the history of 
the subcontinent by focusing on Ahmad Sirhindi, Shah Waliullah and his 
family, and the personalities of Syed Anmad Barelvi. They tried to design 
the historical events around these personalities. In doing so, the entire 
history was presented as a conflict between orthodox and religious 
innovations. On the one hand, there were the forces that sought to 
destroy the identity of Muslim society in India. On the other hand, there 
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were Muslim scholars who were engaged in the struggle for the 
establishment of pure religion and Sharia. 


From this point of view, Ahmad Sirhindi, Shah Waliullah and Syed Ahmad 
Barelvi are the only personalities in Indian history who not only defended 
orthodoxy with their writings, their actions and their struggles but also 
revived the spiritual movement. 


Hence, these personalities were exaggerated through extravagant tales. 
For example, the followers of Ahmad Sirhindi believe that Islam in the 
Mughal period survived only because of him. And through his religious 
teaching and efforts, Emperor Jahangir and Shah Jahan adopted Islamic 
ways. The implementation of Shariah during Mughal period is also 
associated with his movement. As Sheikh Ikram has written, the 
statement of Abul Kalam Azad that Sheikh Ahmad Sirhindi single- 
handedly confronted the atheism of Akbar (1542-1605) created 
misleading ideas about Islamic history and these characters. And the 
clerics and religio-historians who came after Abul Kalam Azad tried to 
make Ahmad Sirhindi's personality appear as a very pious figure in the 
light of this phrase. In this way Akbar and Ahmad Sirhindi were painted 
as two main conflicting personalities in the eyes of the masses. 


Akbar was a supporter of Indian nationalism, a follower of peace, a 
supporter of reason and a backer of co-existence, while Ahmad Sirhindi 
a proponent of Islamic identity, orthodox and pure Islam and Sharia. In 
this conflict, Ahmad Sirhindi is declared the winner due to which Islamic 
laws were enforced in the court of Jahangir (1569-1627) and Shah Jahan 
(1592-1666), Dara Shukoh was defeated and Mohiuddin Aurangzeb 
(1618-1707) rose to power. 


In an attempt to elevate and glorify the personality of Anmed Sirhindi, 
the reign of Akbar is portrayed as disgusting and un-Islamic. They seek to 
prove that he was a promoter of non-Sharia and non-Islamic traditions. 
And during his reign the dominance of Hindus had increased. They began 
to perform their religious duties in public, which was a disgrace to an 
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Islamic government. And Islam was almost extinct in India. Maulana 
Manazer Ahsan Gilani, a religious scholar, has written an article on this 
contest between Akbar and Ahmad Sirhindi. In it, he details the un- 
Islamic traditions that flourished during Akbar's reign as: 


“interest, gambling and alcohol were allowed, keeping beards 
was prohibited, ridiculous amendments to marriage laws were 
made, ‘ghusl’ (ritual washing of the whole body, as prescribed by 
Islamic law) was abolished, nudity, rise in adultery, the sanctity of 
pigs and dogs, the sacredness of cows and buffaloes, and the 
passion for Hindi books, were promoted”. 


He has based all his allegations on the book “muntakhab ur-tawarikh” by 
Mullah Abdul Qadir Badauni, a historian of Akbar’s Court. The way in 
which the events are distorted and the meanings of his choice are 
deduced can be gauged from the original statements of Badauni himself. 
For example, regarding the reforms made by Akbar about alcohol 
consumption, Badauni writes: 


“Alcohol is permissible for medical use only, as prescribed by the 
physician, provided there is no temptation to drink it for 
recreational purposes. However, if the news of excessive 
intoxication and the noise of people gathering due to it reached 
the king, he would strike hard” (3). 


The rules regarding marriage that Maulana is calling ridiculous are as 
follows: 


“marriage for boys before the age of 16 and for girls before the 
age of 14 will not be legal, because children are born weak” (4). 


Also, Akbar had insisted that no one should keep more than one wife. As 
far as the accusation of promoting adultery is concerned, Badauni has 
the following to say: 


“A settlement (red light area) was formed outside the city and it 
was named ‘Shaitanpura’ (city of the devil). Official bodyguards, 
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caretakers and custodians were appointed there so that whoever 
wanted to indulge in adultery, should submit his name in the 
official records”. (5) 


Similarly, Akbar's Deen-e-llahi (Divine Religion) is presented as a new 
religion and the social and societal reforms of his era are declared un- 
Islamic and the personality of Ahmad Sirhindi is exalted to the status of 
his rival. Not only this, but the role of the scholars of Akbar’s time is also 
undermined in order to prove that it was only Ahmed Sirhindi who 
performed the deeds of service to the religion. Although contemporary 
histories make it clear that Anmad Sirhindi was an anonymous figure in 
Akbar's era. In the time of Jahangir, his influence was limited to a 
restricted circle of his disciples. And the letters he wrote to Jahangir's 
ministers do not appear to have been taken seriously and it is difficult to 
tell the extent to which these ministers were devoted to him. Because 
the tone of these letters, according to Professor Mujib, is sometimes 
flattering. His followers later engineered his character on the assumption 
that his letters influenced the Emperor and changed the atmosphere of 
the court. 


Here, it seems appropriate to remind that no single individual in history 
has been effective alone. And no one is able to change the situation or 
the historical process single-handedly. Unless the political, social and 
economic factors of the society join together, no movement can have a 
significant impact on the society. 


In addition, there are different class interests that play in the background 
of every movement and make the movement effective. In Germany, 
Martin Luther succeeded against the Pope and the Catholic Church 
because he had a majority in society who were disgusted with the 
plunder of the Catholic Church. The German rulers supported it because 
their power and authority were limited due to the influence of the 
Catholic Church. So, they sided with Martin Luther in pursuing their own 
interests. During the reign of Akbar however, there was no mention of 
such unrest among the people, but the social, political and economic 
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reforms he had carried out throughout his reign had contributed to the 
stabilization of the society. There must have been only a limited class of 
scholars and elites who were opposed to Akbar's policy of tolerance and 
reconciliation. But the influence of this segment was so limited that they 
could not make any case or could hardly bring about a change. Therefore, 
in the Akbar’s era, Ahmad Sirhindi's personality was unknown whose 
influence was limited to his own disciples. Presenting him as a popular 
scholar and activist is the work of modern clerics who wrote detailed 
biographical fiction. 


Another figure who is being given great importance in modern times is 
that of Shah Waliullah (1703-1762). The question arises as to whether 
Shah Waliullah succeeded in influencing peoples mentally in his time. 
Mahmoud Ahmad Barkati has tried the answer it in this way: 


"in his own time, his influence was very limited because at that 
time there was no printing press in India, so the number of books 
was limited and the manuscripts reached very few people. 
Additionally, there were very few people who could read. Shah 
Waliullah's successors rarely reflected his writings and ideas. Even 
none of his books were included in the syllabus of Deoband” (6). 


The personality of Shah Waliullah has been given prominence in modern 
times and most of the credit goes to Maulana Obaidullah Sindhi, who was 
greatly affected by the changing circumstances after leaving India. In 
particular, the Russian Revolution of 1917 had a profound effect on his 
mind and he became a staunch supporter of the communist system. But 
the problem with him was that he was not ready to adopt this system in 
an un-Islamic form. Therefore, he started looking for a Muslim thinker 
who could make replace Marx in his ideology of Islamic socialism. For this 
purpose, he got some economic ideas from Shah Waliullah which he 
presented in modern language and made it appear contemporary and 
revolutionary. 
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Interpreting the thoughts and ideas of Shah Waliullah, he highlighted the 
aspects that were in line with his ideas. He has expressed this in “Shah 
Waliullah ki siyasi tehreek” and other essays by him. Inspired by 
Obaidullah Sindhi, Maulana Muhammad Mian in second volume of his 
book “Ulama-e-Hind ka shandar maazi”, in which he wrote the history of 
the Ulema (of his sect) with great passion, he called Shah Waliullah a 
revolutionary. He even lauded the imaginary movement initiated by Shah 
Walliullah. Here are some excerpts from his book: 


“Shah Sahib was a supporter of the military revolution, but a 
military revolution based on the principles of jihad. Such a 
revolution cannot take place through professional soldiers but 
through volunteers who have been specially trained. Shah 
Waliullah was the first to perform this service. He established 
training centers and presented corrective ideas” (7). 


“Therefore, both morality and religion demanded that for the 
revolution the first to be trained was the one whose supreme 
authority was trusted by the whole country and whose shoulders 
were burdened with the work of development and welfare of all 
the faithful” (8). 


He then goes on to describe the ‘centers’ of Shah Waliullah's movement, 
including Delhi, Rai Bareli, Madrasa Najibabad, Thatta and Lucknow, 
where, according to him, for the revolution, Shah Waliullah trained 
Muslim rulers. 


The thoughts and ideas of Shah Waliullah did not produce any practical 
results in his time and failed miserably, now these ideas are being 
presented as the solution to the problems of modern times and to bridge 
them to the light of modern knowledge, his ideas are being presented in 
modern terminology. The question arises as to why this importance is 
being given to Shah Waliullah when he could not affect the society of his 
time and the social decline that took place during the fall of the Mughals. 
How can this outdated wisdom be useful today when conditions and 
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social dynamics have changed drastically? The answer to this question 
can be understood in this way that since the fall of the Mughals, Muslim 
society in Britsh India was so backward and ignorant that it could not 
produce an intellectual brain who understood modern day problems. 
Looking for a solution, Muslim society could not produce any creative 
thinker, politician or a philosopher. 


Hence, because of the inferiority complex the Muslim society of today 
tries to lift their low self-esteem by labelling every other religious leader 
as “Allama” or “Great Thinker’. This deficiency re-created Shah 
Waliullah. His writings were researched and presented in a modern form 
as the savior of Muslim society. Not only that, but his entire family was 
given the status of a movement so that the chain that started with 
Ahmed Sirhindi could not be broken and its continuity could be 
maintained. This movement was formed on assumptions. The manner in 
which this fictitious movement has been presented by the famous 
historian of our time, Ishtiaq Hussain Qureshi, gives the impression that 
it was avery organized and active movement. 


“If the movement was to become popular, its organization and 
planning had to be very careful and it had to be led by competent 
and trustworthy leaders. There was a need to pave the ground 
with great care, to prepare the people for support, to set up 
centers at various places for the provision of money and 
volunteers, and to set possible attainable goals, and after the 
completion of this work the movement had to give out the verdict. 
However, Shah Abdul Aziz (son of Shah Waliullah) and_ his 
companions gradually overcame these difficulties with great 
patience. His opportunism and his cautious approach are 
commendable, as he did not allow the British to intervene” (9). 


Thus, the "Tehreek-e-Mujahideen" (Jihad Movement) of Syed Ahmad 
Shaheed (1786-1831) was declared a practical outcome of the 
movement of Shah Waliullah and his family as they tried to put into 
practice the ideas of Ahmad Sirhindi and Shah Waliullah. In the books 
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written by Maulana Abul Hassan Nadwi and Maulana Ghulam Rasool 
Mehr on Syed Ahmad Shaheed, they have reviewed this whole 
movement with passion and Ishtiaq Hussain Qureshi has also described 
itas a part of Shah Waliullah’s movement. 


"Shah Abdul Aziz was instrumental in preparing Syed Ahmed to 
lead this new movement. To support the hypothesis that Shah 
Abdul Aziz had given much thought to the issue of Jihad and had 
devised a plan for it, there is strong evidence. Like many others, it 
was natural for their minds to be drawn to Afghanistan and the 
Pathan tribes” (10). 


It is the work of modern clerics and a few religio-historians to present 
Shah Waliullah's work as a movement. And it's all a matter of moving 
away from historical facts. This was necessary because when the 
independence movement against the British began, the scholars also 
started participating in it. In order to improve one's status in Muslim 
society, it was necessary to glorify the role of one's class in the past. To 
prove that the scholars have led the Muslim community at every 
opportunity, at every stage and therefore, their leadership should be 
trusted and relied on even in the modern age, efforts were made to 
prove through history the dedication and devotion of the religious 
leaders, their sacrifices, their bravery and truthfulness. It was also 
necessary for the Ulema to be active and dynamic because they did not 
want the power of the Muslim society to fall into the hands of modern 
educated and secular minded people. 


It has been unfortunate for the Urdu language that instead of adopting a 
scientific approach in historiography, it has been made a means of 
expressing emotions. The task of writing history in Urdu was done by this 
group which belonged to the Ulema. So, they made it a means of 
propagating their religious ideas. History was told in such a way that 
historical events and historical figures lost their form and were 
transformed into supernatural beings or sacred cows. The scholars who 
have worked to make history religious include Maulana Abu Kalam Azad, 
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Maulana Manzar Ahsan Gilani, Maulana Muhammad Mian, Maulana 
Abul Ala Maududi and Maulana Manzoor Nomani. These gentlemen 
were not historians and their purpose was not to discover or analyze 
historical facts. Rather, they wanted to make historical fiction a means of 
propagating their religious beliefs. But their writings created great 
historical misunderstandings among the Muslims of the subcontinent. 


The mental development of any society depends on the literature that is 
available to it. Since there were no other writings besides these, a certain 
kind of view of history has been born in our society and it became so 
ingrained in the minds that it has become a difficult task to remove or 
correct it. For example, when writing the history of the subcontinent, our 
historians look at the situation and events only from their own point of 
view. And inevitably, this is the only point of view. Instead of 
acknowledging the mistakes and evils, they seek to justify them. They 
completely ignore the fact that in the medieval society of Indian Sub- 
continent, where there were people of other religions and sects, their 
point of view should also be respected and their sentiments must be 
reflected in the course of history too. 


When our historians defend the religious prejudice of Muslim rulers or 
scholars, arguments are made unilaterally to justify them. Ahmed 
Sirhindi's attitude towards Hindus was very bigoted. Commenting on this, 
Sheikh Ikram writes in his book "Rood-e-Kausar" that the justification for 
his hate expressed in his letters towards non-Muslims and urging 
Muslims to humiliate them was as follows: 


“at that time, the movement for the revival of religion was in full 
swing among the Hindus and the demonstrations taking place 
around the country had hurt the hearts of the proud Muslims. 
Ahmed Sirhindi was very worried about these incidents and a fire 
of vengeance and wrath was kindled in his heart” (11). 


The question here arises: don't other religious communities have the 
right to revive their religion? Defend it? Is this right reserved only for 
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Muslims? This kind of argument is often given in history that Mahmud 
Ghaznavi or Aurangzeb demolished Hindu temples because they were 
the center of Hindu conspiracy. Can we apply this to our religious centers 
as well? The result of this mentality is that we still look at every issue only 
one-sidedly and completely ignore the arguments and ideas of others. 
While living in India, the Muslim condemns “Ram Raj”, in Pakistan they 
strongly support the revival of Islam. Not only does this show the 
immaturity of our consciousness, but it has also limited our minds and 
made prejudice and narrow-mindedness ingrained in our personality. 


It is on this basis that the history of independence movement has been 
molded in Pakistan. It begins with Sheikh Ahmad Sirhindi and Shah 
Waliullah, whose ideologies justify the two-nation theory and who are 
credited with sharply maintaining the differences between Hindus and 
Muslims. Orthodoxy is praised and (instead of Aurangzeb) Akbar is 
blamed for the decline of the Muslims as to why he included the Hindus 
in the government. Because only a Muslim has the right to rule in a 
Muslim government, not other religions. In the textbooks written based 
on these ideas, historical events are distorted in such a way that the 
students and the readers remain ignorant. Due to the lack of accurate 
knowledge of events, the masses could not become acquainted with the 
ideas of these personalities, nor could they understand the devastating 
effects of their teachings. Hence, they could not learn anything because 
of this narrow-mindedness. Therefore, today we find ourselves helpless 
to tackle the issues of the modern age. Perhaps this too is the purpose of 
historiography in Pakistan. 
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Ahmad Shah Abdali: invader or hero? 


Source: 


Dr. Mubarak Ali, “Gumshuda Tareekh”, pp. 101 - 107, Fiction 
House, Lahore (2005). 


Translator: Rabia Aslam 


Because of poor sense of history in Pakistan, we are yet to differentiate 
between invaders and heroes. When the process of history is viewed in 
the light of emotion instead of reason then resultantly, the interpretation 
of historical events is colored by prejudice. An example of this is Anmad 
Shah Abdali, about him we are presented with two contrasting opinions. 
In one, he is portrayed as an invader who attacked and looted the Indian 
subcontinent. Whereas among the Afghans he is given the status of a 
hero because they evaluate him from the Afghan or Pashtun point of 
view and consider him the ‘father’ of modern Afghanistan. He is 
considered a great personality. They respectfully remember him as 
"Baba" and are proud that he conquered India and defeated the Muslim, 
Sikh and Maratha rulers here. Those who view his character and 
accomplishments from a religious point of view reflect on the Battle of 
Panipat, which took place in 1761, as ‘significant’, in which he defeated 
the Marathas and freed the Muslims of India from their domination. 
These people ignore the fact that he defeated the Mughal emperor, 
claimed the throne of Delhi and destroyed the Muslims of that city. on 
the other hand, those who see him in the historical context, he was an 
invader who attacked India in order to plunder it. His looting and 
massacre had a profound effect on Indian politics, economy and social 
conditions. This affected not only the ruling class but also the common 
people and they went through a process of torture and suffering. 


Here, we must understand that whenever foreign invaders attack or 
occupy a country, it disrupts the political, social and economic system 
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there, and the society overall is subjected to diverse kinds of horrors. 
With their invasion, these invaders shake the basic fabric of any society, 
they gulp the available resources and leave the poor country weak and 
hollow. Now if we forgive Muslim invaders for their war crimes and 
looting, ignore their massacres, then we will never be able to create real 
historical consciousness and learn a lesson from history. As far as the 
invaders are concerned, we must not differentiate between ours and 
others. Because invaders, no matter who they are, no matter what their 
religion, race or language, they are invaders, so they must be seen in that 
context and judged by history accordingly. 


Ahmad Shah Abdali (1722-1773 CE) first travelled to India with Nadir 
Shah when he invaded in 1739. City of Delhi underwent ruthless terror, 
it endured ferocious atrocities and the sorry tales are still fresh among 
the people. After the assassination of Nadir Shah, Anmad Shah Abdali 
founded the Abdali Empire. He too, followed in the footsteps of his 
patron, carried relentless attacks on Indian Sub-continent. The only 
purpose was to take back whatever was left of Nadir Shah's loot. These 
attackers had no interest in helping the Muslims of India, or defending 
them from the Marathas and Sikhs. The title ‘hero’; was attributed to him 
by his supporters only later. 


In this short article | will not mention his campaigns in Punjab, Sindh and 
Baluchistan but only about his attacks on northern India and _ his 
occupation of Delhi in 1757 and 1761. This was the time when the 
military power of the Mughal emperor was exhausted and it was too 
weak to defend its capital. When Abdali first invaded northern India, the 
victims of his oppression were the citizens of Mathura. Historians 
describe the attack in detail, saying that after capturing the city, Abdali's 
army demolished houses, smashed idols in temples, massacred people 
and raped women. His second attack was on ‘Gokul’, the second holy city 
of the Hindus, after which he conquered Agra. In Agra, his general Jahan 
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Khan massacred civilians. The lucky ones who survived were fined. He 
then entered the city of Delhi and systematically initiated mass looting 
and callous plunder. A contemporary historian has described it in the 
chronicle “Tareekh-i-Alamgiri’. Collection points were set up at various 
places to collect fines from the people. All these fines were deposited at 
the center of Kandra Roshan Daula. Letters were sent to the elites of the 
city, to visit the center and pay the fines imposed on them. In every street 
and in every bazaar, there was a man who counted the houses and shops 
and collected money from them according to the social status of the 
people. If anyone hesitated to pay the fine, he would be beaten or 
tortured. As a result, many people committed suicide and many died 
from beatings and torture. Soldiers dug and demolished houses in search 
of wealth. The recovery of wealth was so severe that no one was spared. 
According to an estimate, Anmad Shah Abdali took about 3 to 12 crore 
rupees from India to Afghanistan as a result of his looting. The booty 
included not only money but also diamonds, jewelry and other valuables. 
He also considered the Mughal princesses as booty and forcibly took 
them with him. He wanted to marry Hazrat Begum, the teen daughter of 
the deceased King Muhammad Shah. Commenting on the marriage, 
Jadunath Sarkar writes: 


“This princess, on reaching her 16" year in February 1756, had 
excited the passion on Alamgir II, who had shamelessly demanded 
her hand in marriage, but the girl had replied, ‘| prefer death to 
such a marriage.’ And now this tender lamb was to be pounded 
upon by a fierce Afghan of grandfatherly age, whose two ears had 
been docked and nose was rotten from a leprous carbuncle.” (1) 


The noble women of the Mughal family strongly resisted the marriage, 
even saying that they would kill the girl but would not let him marry her. 
Abdali was even told that the girl was not beautiful and that she was 
engaged to a prince within the royal family. But all these tactics could not 


29 


save the poor princess from his clutches and he forcibly married her. Not 
only that, but the widow of King Muhammad Shah and a daughter of King 
Ahmad Shah also went to Afghanistan with him. In addition to these two, 
there were many other Mughal princesses who had to leave India with 
the Afghan army. One of them was the Mughal princess who was married 
to Nadir Shah's son. Jadunath Sarkar mentions a Marathi newsletter that 
States: 


“in Delhi many men have been slain and many women ravished. 
Some of the females have committed suicide with daggers, others 
have drowned themselves. Wherever handsome Hindu women 
werte reported, Abdali sent his men and brought them away to 
his quarters.” (2) 


There was so much booty in this attack that 28,000 camels, elephants 
and mules were arranged to carry it (3). Famous Urdu poet of 18th 
century Mughal India, ‘Mir Tagi Mir’ writes about the atrocities civilians 
endured in Delhi at the hands of Afghan soldiers: 


“the city was set on fire. People hiding in their homes were 
abducted and looted. It felt as if the skies were falling down. The 
panic appeared to be in resemblance with that of a doomsday. 
The whole army and Rohillas together plundered every corner of 
the city and carried out heartless carnage. They broke into 
people’s homes, tied their hands with ropes. Burnt some to ashes, 
others were beheaded. A religious scholar was left soaked in his 
own blood. For three days and three nights they did not desist. 
People were left hungry and naked; roofs were torn off and walls 
demolished. Hearts were filled with agony ..... The honor of the 
city's dignitaries was reduced to dust ... The rich princes became 
poor and destitute, the vile and the noble all turned poverty- 
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stricken ...Women and children were arrested ...... The new city 
turned into a heap of dust.” (4) 


Shah Waliullah (died 1762), who later invited Ahmad Shah Abdali to 
attack India again, was in Delhi at the time. He wrote many letters to his 
friends and sympathizers to save him from the oppression of the Afghans 
and their plunder. In a letter to a friend, he writes: 


“when the Shah (Durrani) marches against India, you should write 
to some of your sincere friends in the Durrani’s army that so and 
so (Shah Waliullah) is in Delhi. Should the Durrani’s army suddenly 
enter Delhi, some of his guards should be posted for his (Shah 
Waliullah’s) protection. By way of precaution it would be better to 
depute a student to the Durrani army, in order that he might warn 
the army in time to protect this sincere friend (Shah Waliullah). It 
would also be advisable to get a letter from one of Durrani’s 
friends about this sincere friend’s (Shah Waliullah’s) protection, 
and to send it through the student. Although everything is 
predestined, and even the prophets surrender to God’s Will, 
human nature prompted me to make arrangements for safety 
and to write to you.” (5) 


Despite seeing and experiencing the treatment he and his forces inflicted 
on the citizens of Delhi in Abdali's first attack, Shah Waliullah wrote a 
letter inviting him to return to India and attack the infidels in the name 
of Islam: 


“we beseech you (Durrani) in the name of the Prophet to fight a 
‘jihad’ against the infidels of this region. This would entitle you to 
great rewards before God, the Most High, and your name would 
be included in the list of those who fought ‘jihad’ for His sake. As 
far as worldly gains are concerned, incalculable booty would fall 
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into the hands of the Islamic ‘ghazis’ and the Muslims would be 
liberated from their bonds.” (6) 


Ahmad Shah Abdali is often praised by textbook historians in Pakistan as 
the Greatest ‘Mujahid’ (holy warrior) because he defeated the Maratha 
infidels in the 3rd Battle of Panipat (1761). But now historians have 
pointed out that the 3rd Battle of Panipat did not benefit the Mughals or 
the Muslims of India, but the East India Company. Since when the 
Maratha power was gone, there was no one to challenge the advance of 
East India Company. 


After his victory at Panipat, Anmad Shah Abdali came to Delhi and stayed 
at the Red Fort of Delhi. Here was his whole harem with him. His court 
was in the ‘Diwan-i-Khas’ built by Shah Jahan. This time too, his army did 
not spare the city and its citizens and did as much looting as it could. 


Mir Taqi Mir has described the situation this time in his autobiography 
"Zikr-e-Mir", as: 


"it simply came to my notice that one day while walking, | went to 
the ruins of the new city. Scenes of lamentation were everywhere, 
tears flowed from my eyes at every step | took. As | moved on, the 
surprise grew even stronger. The houses could not even be 
identified. There were no homes, no traces of buildings and nor of 
the residents. ... Buildings wrecked, broken walls, monasteries 
were empty of Sufis and there were no drunkards in the taverns... 
where did the noisy bazaar disappear? What happened to those 
children? Who should | ask what dimmed the beauty of this city? 
Where did those friends go? The palaces were smashed to the 
ground, people were extinct and there was terror everywhere. 
Suddenly | reached the neighborhood where | lived. ... | felt weak 
and fragile. So | vowed not to come again and not to visit the city 
for the rest of my life.” (7) 
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These were the conditions that affected the people of northern India, 
especially the people of Delhi. And it was an attack that did not care 
about religion, color or race in looting, killing and raping women. 
Ironically, even in the light of these historical facts, people still consider 
him a ‘Mujahid’ and a hero. 
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Syed Ahmad Barelvi (d. 1831) and his Jihad movement 


Source: 


Dr. Mubarak Ali, “Almiyah-e-Tarikh”, Chapter 11, pp.107-121, 
Fiction House, Lahore (2012). 


Translator: Rabia Aslam 


Syed Ahmad Shaheed Barelvi was born in Bareilly in 1786. After his initial 
education, he went to Lucknow at the age of 18 in search of a job but 
failed. He then decided to study at the Shah Abdul Aziz’s Madrassa in 
Delhi. He resided there from 1806 to 1811, then at the age of 25 he 
joined Amir Khan, a military expeditionary. In this regard, his biographers 
say that the purpose of his service in Amir Khan’s army was to acquaint 
him with practical military experiences so that they could be used in the 
preparation of jihad. But circumstances indicate that his financial 
situation was meager and he was striving for a job and, like the youth of 
his time, he joined Amir Khan’s army in the hope of gaining booty. There 
were opportunities, since this was the era of military adventurers in 
which warlords established their power by occupying territories through 
military might. Syed Ahmad spent seven years in the service of Amir 
Khan, who only fought to loot and plunder. He was unemployed again 
with 30,000 other soldiers when Amir Khan signed a treaty with the 
British East India Company in 1817. Syed Anmad came to Delhi after the 
end of his service and from here he started his movement. He was joined 
by two members of the Shah Waliullah family: Shah Ismail Dehlavi (1771- 
1831) and Maulvi Abdul Hai (died 1828). 


This movement began with the idea of revival of the notion of 
monotheism among Muslims in its pure and original form, and the fight 
against the ideas and customs that had corrupted Islam. Among them 
were Hindu rituals and vague Sufi and Shia beliefs. In order to make his 
movement known, he visited Doab areas in 1818 and 1819 and travelled 
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to Ghaziabad, Murad Nagar, Meerut, Sadhana, Kandhila, Pholat, 
Muzaffarnagar, Deoband, Ganguha, Nanota, Bhoon (Police Station), 
Saharanpur, Rohailkhand, Lucknow and Bareilly. In 1821, he performed 
Hajj with a group of devotees. The aim was to revive this obligatory 
religious practice in India. Because of the occupation of the seas by 
European nations and the difficulties of sea travel, very few Indian 
Muslims went on Hajj and in view of these circumstances, some scholars 
had issued a fatwa that Hajj is not compulsory in these circumstances. 
Therefore, Syed Ahmad re-enacted the importance of Hajj among 
Muslims. After returning from Hajj in 1823, he once again visited 
different parts of India and, as it is written in his biography books, that 
people joined his movement by swearing allegiance to him in massive 
numbers. So the question is, what were the goals of his movement that 
attracted people? 


Motivation 

18th and 19th century India was politically, economically and socially 
fragmented. The Mughal Empire was disintegrating. The provincial 
powers became independent and engaged in civil wars. The British were 
slowly gaining ground in India. In Muslim elite, rulers and scholars, were 
insecure after losing their privileges. Although these conditions did not 
affect the ordinary Muslims, as they were already socially backward and 
had nothing to lose in further deteriorating circumstances. Therefore, 
the rulers and scholars were mentally strained due to the political 
instability, which was affecting the entire Muslim society of India. And 
the general feeling was that Muslims were losing hold and falling apart. 
The employees also endured hardships and were wiped out with the 
decline of political power of the Mughal Empire. Those who still 
performed their duties in such testing times, their salaries were not paid 
regularly, due to limited sources of income. Under these circumstances, 
Muslims joined the ranks of the military adventurers who roamed all over 
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India for the purpose of plundering or fighting others on behalf of the 
rulers in return of money. But with the strengthening of British control, 
these groups could not hold ground and were wiped out. One of them 
was Amir Khan, (died 1834) who made peace with the British and took 
over the state of Tonk. Therefore, this treaty created unemployment 
among his predominantly Muslim soldiers. Among these unemployed 
soldiers, there was a group of clerics who had graduated from religious 
learning centers and for whom job opportunities were limited. 


At a time when all the hopes to improve society were gone and the 
power was lost. The occupation of the estates had weakened, and the 
feeling of insecurity had engulfed the hearts. The mind was hollow and 
the thoughts were scattered, the future was dark. The emergence of a 
movement in such dark times of decline and despair in which there is 
hope for the future, which is promising to improve the situation, creates 
a new enthusiasm, passion and hope in the despairing hearts. The 
memory of the glorious past and the stories that are passed down from 
generation to generation always pinch the mind. Such emotions always 
fuel the revivalist movements. 


Therefore, Syed Ahmad’s movement gave a purpose to the religious 
Muslims in that pointless environment and filled the gap in the lives of 
the masses belonging to the lower working class. They welcomed and 
invited Syed Ahmad to their small towns across India, and on these 
occasions, he tried to instill a purpose among the people through 
sermons. Because people’s lives did not go beyond their daily chores, this 
movement provided a platform to reclaim their celebrated past in the 
form of political power. Clerics and the middle class joined him in the 
hope that they could change the status quo. 


The leaders of revivalist movements strive to form a community of their 
followers and to inculcate in them a spirit of unity through rituals and 
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ideas. Syed Ahmad’s aim was to highlight the identity of Muslims in such 
a way that not only Hindu rituals were eradicated, but also Shia beliefs 
and Sufi influences were eliminated, so that they could unite and struggle 
towards a common objective. 


The problem was, what should be the aim of the struggle. At this stage, 
the question arose as to whether India was “Dar-ul-Harab” (a state that 
is in conflict with Islam) or “Dar-ul-/slam” (a state that ensures religious 
freedom for Muslims) after the establishment of the rule of East India 
Company. Although the Mughal monarch was the head of the empire, 
administrative control rested with the East India Company. Muslims had 
complete religious freedom under the Company’s rule, despite this 
religious freedom, in view of some prominent Muslim scholars Indian- 
subcontinent had become “Dar-ul-Harab”, as infidel rituals were in 
practice without fear or hesitation. However, since Muslims had religious 
freedom, migration from their territory was not necessary. 


On the contrary, some scholars believed that as long as any Islamic law 
and tradition remained, the area was “Dar-ul-lslam”. “Dar-ul-Harab’ is 
formed when Islam is completely wiped out from the region. However, 
another issue arose that if an area is “Dar-ul-Harab”, then it is necessary 
for Muslims to migrate to the area which is Dar-ul-Islam. Or should they 
wage jihad to convert “Dar-ul-Harab” into “Dar-ul-Islam” through it. Shah 
Waliullah argued that it was necessary to migrate from “Dar-ul-Harab” to 
“Dar-ul-lslam”. Any Muslim who refrains from migration will be guilty of 
committing a great sin. When the Jutts, Sikhs and Marathas occupied the 
Mughal territories, they were considered rebels and the occupied 
territories were considered “Dar-ul-lslam”. Thus, from Shah Waliullah’s 
point of view the Muslim wars in Indian-Subcontinent were jihad against 
the independent Hindu or Sikh states, and these states were termed 
rebellious. He also believed that if Muslims opted for peace and co- 
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ordination with the rebel states, then they would be praising a cow’s tail 


(1): 


In the time of Syed Ahmad Barelvi, India was under British rule. The rulers 
of the Muslim states were loyal to the British East India Company and the 
Muslims had no Imam or Caliph to declare jihad. Therefore, the decision 
was up to the different sections of the Muslim society. Therefore, those 
who benefited from the British rule called it “Dar-ul-lslam” and those 
who were harmed called it “Darul Harb”. For Syed Ahmad and the 
followers of the Faraizi movement, India was the capital of war and 
therefore jihad was obligatory for the Muslims (2). In his book, Sirat-e- 
Mustaqeem, Shah Ismail Dehlavi wrote: 


“a large part of present-day India has become “Dar-ul-Harab. 
Compare the situation with the heavenly blessings of India two 
and three hundred years ago.” (3) 


Here he was referring to the Delhi Sultanate and the Mughals, when the 
Muslim government in India was politically and militarily powerful and 
was consistently winning over the Hindus. Tribute income and taxes were 
plentiful, the elites were prosperous and free. But were Muslim people, 
including farmers, cultivators and artisans, also prosperous during those 
heydays? The answer to this question is not found in this book, because 
it was addressed to Muslim governors and feudal lords who were 
deprived of privileges and benefits after the Marathas, Sikhs, Jatts and 
the British came to power. He tried to motivate them for Jihad by writing: 


“compare India with Rome and Turkey in terms of heavenly 
blessings” (4). 


This suggests that at that time the Muslims of India had limited 
knowledge of world history and geography and of the Islamic countries 
themselves. Turkey and Rome were not two countries, but one country, 
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then called the Ottoman Empire. In the 19th century, Turkey was a 
declining empire burdened with its own sins. But for the Muslim of India 
who were unfamiliar with the Ottoman Empire, God’s blessings were 
descending upon it. Since Syed Anmad’s movement was based on jihad, 
“Sirat-e-Mustaqeem” attempts to create enthusiasm among the people 
by saying: 


“as far as the special (sexual) benefits are concerned that go to 
the faithful Martyrs, the Muslim Mujahideen, the ruling Sultans 
and the brave men of the battle field, don’t need to be elaborated 
here”. (5) 


When the time came to act for jinad, the Muslim rulers, the state and the 
feudal class, supported him financially but were not willing to go with him 
for jihad. The 8,000 Mujahideen (soldiers) who accompanied him were 
mostly clerics or middle-class people who joined in the hope that they 
would receive both heavenly rewards and material benefits. His 
movement was certainly supported by some of the rulers, most notably 
the states of Tonk, Rampur, and Gwalior, and these states did so because 
knew that the British would not stop them from doing so. None of them 
could have supported the movement without consent of the British. 


Another question arises as to why they finally decided to wage jihad 
against the Sikhs? There were many reasons behind this: 


They could not wage jihad against the British administration because the 
British were politically powerful and there was no chance of success 
against them and they would not have received any financial support 
either. Aid could be obtained for the war against the Sikhs. 


They took up the border area because there is a general perception in 
northern India that the Pathans are great religious warrior and a martyr 
for the sake of religion. Therefore, Syed Ahmad and his followers may 


39 


have thought that since their movement is purely religious, as soon as 
they would put their plan in front of them, the Pathans will immediately 
be ready to support them and help them. They will be able to fight 
effectively against the Sikhs. Since this war will be for religion, the 
Muslims of Punjab will also support them. Those involved in the jihad 
movement had zeal, enthusiasm, and were simple minded, and they 
hoped to defeat the Sikhs in the same spirit as the early Muslims had 
conquered Iraq and Iran in spite of their small numbers. And just as the 
scattered Arab tribes were religiously united, so will the Pathan tribes be 
united in one place. That is why Syed Ahmad Shaheed made jihad against 
the Sikhs a center so that he could gather his followers on it. He described 
the war against the Sikhs as a divine command which he expressed in one 
of his letters as follows: 


“this humble servant of God has been commissioned to 
exterminate the infidels, that is, the long-haired Sikhs. In which 
there is no room for doubt, through benevolent glad tidings the 
virtuous Mujahideen have been appointed to give glad tidings to 
overcome them. Therefore, whoever does not spend his life, 
wealth, honor and justification today for the sake of the Word of 
God and the Sunnah of the Prophet (peace and blessings of Allah 
be upon him) will be forcibly reprimanded tomorrow and will have 
nothing but regret and shame” (6). 


The reasons which were put to the fore in order to charge Muslims to 
wage Jihad against the Sikhs included: 


(i) the threat to religious freedom for the Muslims, 

(ii) mosques being used as horse stables, 

(iii) Azan (call to prayer) being banned, 

(iv) the Qur’an being desecrated, and 

(v) Sikhs keeping Muslim women forcibly in their homes. 
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Some of these allegations were true and religious bigotry was expressed 
by fanatical Sikhs. But as a whole, there was a spirit of tolerance in Ranjit 
Singh’s government. There were a large number of Muslims in his 
administration and army. The government did not interfere in their 
religious affairs and their court cases were solved in accordance with 
Shariah. Therefore, the Muslims of Punjab did not support Syed Ahmad 
Shaheed. In contrast, there were a large number of Muslims in the Sikh 
army who fought against him, and in the seventh war there were more 
Durrani Pathans than Sikhs who fought Syed Ahmad (7). 


The campaign 
Syed Ahmad and his companions started their journey in 1825, and 
entered the border area (Khyber Pakhtunkhwa) via Rajoutana, Marwar, 
Sindh, Balochistan and Afghanistan and from there they sent a message 
to Ranjit Singh to 


“either become a Muslim, pay Jizyah or fight and remember that 
in case of war, Yaghistan supports the Indians ”. 


Syed Ahmad fought his first war on December 21, 1826 at Akora Khattak. 
His army swept through and were comprehensively victorious. This 
victory boosted their morale and increased their influence in the frontier 
region. Therefore, it was decided that there should be a regular body for 
arrangements and other matters so that regular decisions could be taken 
in accordance with Shari’ah. In the light of this, on 11 January 1827, 
allegiance was sworn on his hand and he was elected Amir-ul-Momineen 
and was called by the title of Caliph. 


Revivalist movements always try to reconstruct the ancient structure of 
the past and use ancient titles and terminology. Therefore, the terms like 
Amir al-mu’minin, Khalifa, Imam, Majlis-e-Shura, and Bait-ul-Mal were 
used. Syed Ahmad linked the events that took during his campaign with 
early Muslim history to inspire his followers. During a battle with 
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Ventura, for example, he built a defensive wall and linked the battle to 
the Battle of Khandak, (the Trench War). 


Syed Ahmad’s claim of Imamat (Caliphate) not only alerted his opponents 
in the Frontier region but also in India his claim was viewed with 
suspicion. When his name was read as Caliph and Imam in the sermon, it 
became clear to the Frontier chiefs that he wanted to deprive them of 
power and chieftaincy by establishing his own government in their area. 
Although he had tried to explain in his letters to India and other Muslim 
rulers that his aim was not to become a worldly leader but to become a 
chief for jinad against the infidels, he writes in the letter: 


“We thank and praise God, the real master and the true king, who 
bestowed upon his humble, recluse and helpless servant the title 
of Caliphate, first through occult gestures and revelations, in 
which there is no room for doubt, and then by guiding the hearts 
of the believers towards me. This way God appointed me as the 
Imam (leader).” (8) 


Criticizing his opponents, Shah Ismail Dehlavi wrote: 


“therefore, obedience to Syed Ahmad is obligatory on all Muslims. 
Whoever does not accept the leadership of His Excellency or 
rejects it after accepting it, is an apostate and mischievous, and 
killing him is part of the jihad as is the killing of the disbelievers. 
Therefore, the appropriate response to opponents is that of the 
sword and not the pen” (9). 


Regarding his Imamate, Syed Ahmad wrote to Nawab Wazir ud-Dawla, 
the ruler of Tonk: 


“believe me, the person who sincerely confesses to my position is 
special in the eyes of God, and the one who denies it is, of course 
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sinful. My opponents who deny me of this position will be 
humiliated and disgraced”. (10) 


Syed Ahmad’s political and religious power created strong opposition 
against him in the Frontier region (now Khaybar Pakhtunkhwa). Because 
he with his forces suddenly came to the Frontier region and changed the 
whole political structure there, for which the chiefs were not ready at all. 
And most importantly, the Pathan chiefs and the people were unwilling 
to accept foreigners and strangers from northern India as their rulers. 


Therefore, although Syed Ahmad’s battles were aimed against the Sikhs, 
he soon became more engaged in battle with the Pathan chiefs than with 
the Sikhs. And when some of them disobeyed him, he began to call them 
hypocrite, a weak believer, and accursed. 


The Frontier chiefs had thought that they would reclaim their sovereignty 
by expelling the Sikhs with the help of Syed Ahmad. But when he elected 
himself Imam and Caliph, there was no difference between him and the 
Sikhs. Although Syed Ahmad Barelvi considered himself to be in a 
superior religious position, he still inspired his poor followers by 
mentioning the good news of victory, the acquisition of booty and the 
blessings of divine mercy. But power was dearer to the Frontier chiefs, 
who were unwilling to hand it over to Syed Ahmad in this way. The 
Pathan chiefs were by no means ready to give superior social status to 
the Maulvis. According to Khadi Khan, a Pathan sardar: 


“it is the job of the Sardars to take care of the people, not a Maulvi 
who spends his life on donations. Maulvies are ill-equipped to run 
the affairs of a State”. (11) 


After this opposition, it became necessary for Syed Ahmad to first secure 
his foundations and, when he had control over the whole area, establish 
Islamic law which is “Shari’ah”. Thus, his entire jihad movement turned 
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into a civil war. So, when a series of battles broke out against the Frontier 
chiefs, Syed Ahmad justified the attack on their areas because he 
believed that there was immorality. The people had deviated from the 
Shari’ah and had the rituals of ignorance. In these circumstances, it 
becomes imperative for the Imam to wage war on such a state and put 
an end to their franchise rituals. To justify this the fatwa of Amir Timur 
was quoted in which the scholars of the time had justified the invasion of 
India. According to this fatwa, it is permissible to attack a country where 
there are un-islamic rituals, even if the ruler is a Muslim. In such a 
country, it is also permissible for the army to kill people and loot booty. 
(12) 


The first battle in this regard was fought against Yar Muhammad Khan, 
the ruler of Yaghistan, who was killed in the battle, and in 1830, Peshawar 
was captured by Syed Ahmad. After that, Raees Panjtar and Sardar of 
Palal tribe became his disciples. But Sardar Pabandah Khan did not swear 
allegiance to him. Therefore, a fatwa of infidelity was imposed on him 
and a jihad was waged against him in which he was defeated. War was 
declared against Khadi Khan, another regional Chief, because he had 
revolted against Syed Ahmad after swearing allegiance, so he had to be 
killed. He was killed and Syed Ahmad refused to offer his funeral prayers, 
upon which the Pathan Maulvis offered his funeral prayers. 


After the conquest of Peshawar, Syed Ahmad launched a violent policy 
to enforce Shari’ah and announced the abolition of all tribal rituals that 
he considered illegal. The most important of these rituals were: the bride 
was paid a regular price for marriage, the wives of the deceased were 
divided among his heirs, more than four marriages were practiced, 
women could not inherit property, internecine wars were considered 
jihad and plunder was considered booty. Therefore, after the conquest 
of Peshawar, orders were issued that those who can give half of the 
agreed money to the brides can take them. The young girls (9 year old 
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and above) who are eligible for marriage should be married immediately. 
To enforce Shari’ah law, he appointed Imam Qutbuddin as an 
ombudsman, accompanied by 30 armed soldiers, who accompanied him 
to nearby villages to beat up the people who had abandoned prayers. 
Beatings and flogging had become the norm, that if the ombudsman 
went to any village, panic would spread. Punishment was carried out with 
extreme violence and people were even hanged on tree branches. 


Even among women, those who missed prayers were punished in the 
women’s quarters, so people soon became fed up with these polices 
because these judges and ombudsmen started harassing people and 
imposed fines on them beyond their means. (13) 


What angered the Ulema of the Frontier was the collection of ‘Ushur’ 
religious tax (the tenth of the agriculture produce) by Syed Anmad and 
Mujahideen, because the Ulema of the Frontier were still entitled to it. 
The Mujahideen said that the Imam is entitled to it and he collects it in 
the treasury and distributes it among the deserving. As this affected the 
livelihood of the Ulema of the Frontier, they became fierce opponents of 
them. This opposition was later exacerbated by their beliefs, which 
included Amen al-Jahr (saying Amen aloud) and Rafa’ ul-Yaddain (raising 
the hand in prayer). In addition, the clerics in India who disagreed with 
him sent a declaration stating that Syed Anmad was an agent of the 
British, so beware of him. (14) 


Ulema, Fronteir Chiefs and the general public began to feel uneasy when 
the Mujahideen, most of whom had not brought their families with them, 
started forced marriages in Pathans. It even happened that a girl was 
seen in a street and a Mujahid caught hold of her and took her to a 
mosque and forcibly married her. When an Indian man thus married the 
daughter of a Khushiki chief, he asked the chief of his rival Khattak tribe 
to help him. At this, the Khattak chief took off his daughter’s dupatta 


45 


(veil) in front of the tribe and vowed that he would not be in peace until 
he avenged the honor of the Pathan. (15) 


Ironically, the girls of the families who got married to these Indians were 
ridiculed by other Pathans for marrying black-clad Indians, and the 
Mujahideen punished those who ridiculed them. (16) 


These were the reasons why the Ulema, Sardars and the people of 
Frontier turned against Syed Anmad and under a plan they killed all the 
Mujahideen who were in charge of administrative affairs in and around 
Peshawar. After this incident Syed Anmad decided to flee to Kashmir, but 
before reaching there he was ambushed by the Sikhs and in 1831 he was 
killed with his comrades at Balakot. 


Causes of failure 

A critical examination of Syed Ahmad’s Jihad movement reveals its 
fundamental weaknesses. Before making the Frontier area his center, 
neither Syed Ahmad nor his followers understood the geography of the 
area or its history. Nor the formation of tribes, their traditions, customs 
and minds. Neither did they learn their language nor their ways. They did 
not realize that linguistic and tribal ties were stronger than religion. And 
Pathans would have never made those who came from northern India 
their rulers. Because although religion was the same, but cultural 
differences remained an obstacle in bringing them closer to each other. 
With the help of the Mujahideen and volunteers who came with him, it 
was difficult to defeat the tribes and establish a government there by 
force. Therefore, his activities were viewed with suspicion by the Pathans 
from the very beginning and it was difficult for the local populace to 
understand why these people had come from India to wage jihad. Shah 
Ismail realized this and expressed it in this way: 


“although our ultimate goal was to please God, but it was not the 
right time for the army to come to this area. All that was needed 
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was for a missionary to come to the area with a few disciples and 
make secret and public visits to the villages and settlements. The 
Islamic army should have followed after the chiefs of the area 
were ready and a focal point for the army was fixed. If not so then 
at the very beginning, an overwhelming army of brave men would 
turn around and raise the banner of Jihad, regardless of the 
agreement or opposition of the people, and would attack the 
infidels and hypocrites without any hesitation”. (17) 


Besides, not all those who came with him were sincere with the mission. 
There were also numbers that came for the sole purpose of looting, they 
included soldiers who were part of the former Amir Khan’s army. Fighting 
was their profession and through it they amassed wealth. When the 
opportunity for adventure in India ran out, they came to the tribal areas 
in the hope that they would both doing service to religion and looting 
booty. At the same time, there was evidence that those taking part in 
jihad had no military training. There was no discipline. Besides that, they 
had to rely on Indian donations for military spending and arms. In the 
beginning, people donated a lot, but when the chances of success 
reduced, so did the donations. 


Therefore, it can be said that this movement was started with religious 
fervor and it was formed on assumptions. The realities were ignored. 
Movements do not succeed by mere zeal and violence and prejudice. 
And as a result, society loses its strength and energy. 


Legacy 

Syed Ahmad Barelvi’s movement did not achieve any success against the 
Sikhs nor was it possible to establish an Islamic state in the Frontier. 
When the Punjab was annexed by the British in 1849, they sternly 
suppressed the movement and his followers were subjected to 
“Wahhabi trials” until 1870 in which the scholars involved were given 
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various punishments. In the end, Maulvi Muhammad Hussain Batalvi 
reconciled with the British government by naming it Ahle Hadith and also 
wrote a pamphlet against Jihad. Some of the features of Syed Ahmad’s 
movement were that it was purely an Indian movement and it didn’t 
come from outside. All donations for this movement were collected from 
India, which created a sense of religious segregation in Indian society in 
India, and it stopped the growth and spread of Mughal culture, which 
was emerging as a secular culture. 


The impact of failure of this movement was that the Ulema started 
preaching missions instead of jihad and established madrassas and 
seminaries to secure their influence. This movement also created deep 
divisions in the class of Indian Islamic scholars and these differences 
became more intense in the form of religious debates and sermons. 
Therefore, the Ulema and their followers disassociated themselves from 
the movement and even celebrated their defeat. And the result of this 
movement was the same as that of most revivalist movements, which, 
instead of creating unity among Muslims, caused divisions and prompted 
the formation of new sects. Instead, the imprint of these religious 
conflicts and differences is still present in religious parties and groups. 
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Historical background of anti-shia violence in today’s 
Pakistan 


Source: 


Dr. Hamza Ibrahim, “firqawarana dehshatgardi ke do so saal”, 
nayadaur.tv, 30 sept. 2021. 





Translator: Rabia Aslam 


Islam in the subcontinent emerged in the time of Prophet Muhammad 
himself through Arab traders. The second Muslim mission to enter Sindh 
for evaluating the possibility of conquest was headed by Hakim ibn 
Jabalah al-Abdi (Se! 44> «2! eS) who was among the early Shias (1). 
He entered the area what today is part of Baluchistan province in 
Pakistan in the year 644 CE and sent the following report to Caliph 
Usman: 


“water is scarce, the fruits are poor and the robbers are bold; if a 
few troops are sent they will be slain, if many, they will starve” (2). 


Since then, the Shia Muslims lived in the area what today is Pakistan, 
alongside Sunni Muslims and people from other religions. According to 
historical records of early Muslim elites and narrators of Hadith, ten 
among the seventy notable Muslims of the eighth and ninth centuries 
bearing a Sindhi surname (14.3% of all individuals) are Shi'ites (3). The 
incidents of violence against them were rare, and this medieval multi- 
culturalism explains why Shias are found everywhere in the 
Subcontinent, living side by side with people of other faiths. 


lf we look at the history, the first incident of Shia killing is the 
assassination of Abdullah Shah Ghazi, the great grandson of Imam 
Hassan, and his four hundred companions at the hands of the army of 
the Abbasid Caliph Mansoor in the year 768 CE (4). The second such 
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incident culminates in the overthrow of the Ismaili Shiite Empire in 
Multan in 1005 CE by Mahmud Ghaznavi and the destruction of Shiite 
mosques and populations. Three hundred years later, during the reign of 
Sultan Feroz Shah Tughlag (1351-1388), religious manuscripts of Shia’s 
were burned in Delhi, they were humiliated and marched around the city, 
and their scholars were assassinated (5). 


The Mughal Empire was exemplary in terms of religious harmony. 
Although during this period Sheikh Ahmad Sirhindi tried to create chaos 
by writing a book entitled “Radd-e-Rawafiz(2$/) »)”, the government 
spared no effort in fulfilling its responsibility to ensure the protection of 
the lives and property of the Shia citizens. In 1588, when the Shia scholar 
Mullah Ahmad Thathawi was assassinated in Lahore, Emperor Akbar 
arrested his murderer Mirza Faulad and executed him (6). Although Qazi 
Nurullah Shushtari, an eminent Shia jurist was flogged to death in 1610 
CE during Jahangir's reign, the cause of his death was more political 
rather sectarian. Jahangir was displeased with his father. Akbar wanted 
to nominate his grandson as his successor, because of Jahangir’s 
alcoholism. When Jahangir came to power by blinding Prince Khusrau, 
the nobles of Akbar's court came under attack and thus Qazi Nurullah 
Shushtari was punished with public flogging, a humiliation which caused 
a heart attack and Shushtari died on spot (7). After Akbar, Jahangir and 
Shah Jahan too remained committed to peace and mutual co-existence 
in the empire. Hence, when Sheikh Ahmed Sirhindi tried to spread 
religious hatred against Hindus, he was imprisoned for one year. During 
the Mughal period, however, the major Shia persecution took place 
under Aurangzeb. Aurangzeb was a staunch religious scholar and in 1680 
CE he overthrew the Shiite sultanates in the Deccan, destroyed the 
centers of learning there and banned commemoration of Muharram. The 
leader (,dl20 ls) of the Dawoodi Bohras, Syedna Qutub Khan 
Qutubuddin, was martyred (8). 
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Three things stand out in the case of sectarian violence in the Medieval 
Ages. One is that no group from within the people took part in these 
killings and these were carried out by the royal armies. The second is the 
chronology of these events, one witnesses a gap of few hundred years 
between the incidents. And the third thing that distinguishes these 
events from the sectarianism that began after 1820 is that the events of 
the Medieval Age were confined to a particular area. Srinagar region of 
Kashmir is an exception to the otherwise tolerant medieval 
Subcontinent. There, Sunni Ulema and militia of the area and abroad 
carried out ten massacres against Shias, known as “Taraaj-e-Shia ( Z\)6 
dans)”, in the years: 1548 CE, 1585 CE, 1635 CE, 1686 CE, 1719 CE, 1741 
CE, 1762 CE, 1801 CE, 1830 CE and 1872 CE; during which the Shia 
neighborhood was plundered, people slaughtered, women raped, 
libraries burnt, corpses mutilated and their sacred sites destroyed (9). 


In the Medieval Age, Shiites and Sunnis celebrated Muharram together. 
Pelsaert, a Dutch merchant who lived in Agra between (1620 — 1627 AD), 
gives an account of people commemorating Muharram: 


“In commemoration of this tragedy, they wail all night for a period 
of ten days. The women recite lamentations and display grief. The 
men carry two decorated coffins on the main roads of the city with 
many lamps. Large crowds attend these ceremonies, with great 
cries of mourning and noise. The chief event is on the last night, 
when it seems as if a Pharoah had killed all the infants in one 
night. The outcry lasts till the first quarter of the day” (10). 


In the eighteenth century, to support the Rohilla chiefs against the 
Nawabs of Awdh in the court of Delhi, Shah Waliullah (d. 1762 CE) and 
his son, Shah Abdul Aziz (d. 1824 CE), began to fan the flames of sectarian 
hatred (11). Shah Abdul Aziz wrote “Tohfa-e-/thna-Asharia (4 pus U8) 4a3 
)’ against the Shia sect, to which the Shia scholar of Lucknow, Ayatollah 
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Dildar Ali Naqvi, responded. In one of his letters, Shah Abdul Aziz forbade 
Sunnis to marry Shiites, take the initiative in greeting them and eat their 
food (12). But he had great respect for Ahlulbayt and he wrote a booklet 
in favor of commemoration of martyrdom of Imam Hasan and Imam 
Husayn, called “Sir-ush-Shahadatain (cyiol-éd|_~)”. 


Syed Ahmad Barelvi’s anti-shi’ism 

The 19th century began with sectarian violence. In 1802, the Wahhabi 
army of Najd area in present day Saudi Arabia attacked the holy cities of 
Karbala and Najaf and destroyed and looted the shrines of the Imams 
there, killing 5,000 Shia Muslims. In 1804, this army also attacked Medina 
and disregarded the Holy Shrine of the Prophet Muhammad (PBUH), 
because they considered paying homage to these Shrines a form of idol 
worship (13). This tragedy inspired Syed Ahmed Barelvi (d. 1831) and 
Shah Ismail Dehlavi (d. 1831), who belonged to Shah Waliullah's school 
of thought in the subcontinent. They, with hundreds of their devotees, 
traveled across towns of Awdh, Bihar and Bengal from 1818 to 1821 and 
attacked imambargahs (Shia places of gathering). Professor Barbara 
Metcalf writes: 


“A second group of Abuses Syed Ahmad held were those that originated 
from Shi’i influence. He particularly urged Muslims to give up the keeping 
of ta’ziyahs. The replicas of the tombs of the martyrs of Karbala taken in 
procession during the mourning ceremony of Muharram. Muhammad 
Isma’il wrote, 


‘A true believer should regard the breaking of a tazia by force to 
be as virtuous an action as destroying idols. If he cannot break 
them himself, let him order others to do so. If this even be out of 
his power, let him at least detest and abhor them with his whole 
heart and soul’. 
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Sayyid Ahmad himself is said, no doubt with considerable exaggeration, 
to have torn down thousands of imambaras, the building that house the 
taziyahs” (14). 


In 1826 CE, they succeeded in establishing a Talibanesque state in the 
Pakhtun areas. It was not a government that would improve human life, 
eradicate poverty and disease by providing human capital with an 
atmosphere of stability and freedom. At that time, the industrial and 
medical revolution had begun in the West, which later took over the 
markets of the world, while Muslim society had to deal with such 
reactionary forces. In Pashtun areas, they combined Hanafi 
jurisprudence with Wahhabi beliefs. In addition to attacking Pakhtun 
culture and traditions, they ordered that every girl must get married after 
having her first menstrual periods. Syed Anmed's companions would flog 
anyone who could not attend congregational prayers. He forcibly 
married “Mujahideen” (Soldiers of his militia) with local girls. When the 
people in the Pakhtun areas gradually turned against him, Shah Ismail 
Dehlavi said: 


“Hence, obedience to his excellency Syed Ahmed is obligatory on 
all Muslims. Whoever does not submit to the leadership of his 
Excellency or rejects him after believing him, is an apostate and 
mischievous, and killing him is part of the jihad as is the killing of 
the disbelievers. Therefore, the appropriate response to 
opponents is that of the sword and not the pen” (15). 


Not surprisingly, the terrorists of the Taliban and ISIS today have a 
striking resemblance to their ideas. Traditional Sunni clerics in Peshawar 
issued fatwas against them. Finally, in 1831, Syed Anmad Barelvi and 
Shah Ismail escaped and were killed by the Sikhs at Balakot with the help 
of local Pakhtuns (15). 
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Although Syed Ahmed Barelvi had been assassinated, the fire of 
sectarianism was burning in some places. See the March 22, 1840 report 
of the newspaper “Dehli Urdu Akhbar’ on such controversies. 


“It was heard that despite the fact that it was the day of Holi in 
the 10th of Muharram, the events passed peacefully because of 
formidable management by the District Magistrate. There was no 
rioting. Baring the place of Ms. Ameer Begum, Widow of 
Shamsuddin Khan, where some Sunni had planned to attack the 
Muharram gathering and taziyah procession, but the word 
reached to Magistrate. It is said that when his excellency woke up 
to patrol at night before the event, he visited the police station 
and strongly urged the warden and police men on duty that no 
outsider should be allowed in the vicinity. Hence decent 
arrangements were made and not a single word of dispute was 
heard” (16). 


Those days the word 'Wahhabi' was used for the followers of Syed 
Ahmad Barelvi and Shah Ismail Dehlvi. Later, this school of thought split 
into two branches: the Deobandis and the Ahl-e-Hadith, with the 
Deobandi ideology being closer to Syed Ahmad’s cult. Some Gazetteers 
compiled during the colonial period insight into the presence of 
Wahhabis in the areas of present-day Pakistan. The following table 
presents the relevant data from these Gazetteers. 


The demography of Wahabis according to the 
Gazetteers of British India 


Year District Wahabi Reference 
Presence 


1897-98 Peshawar 0.01% Page-110 
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1883- 84 Shahpur 0.07% Page-40 
1883- 84 Jhang 0.02% Page-50 


1893 — 94 Lahore 0.03% Page-94 


While these figures show the active proselytization of the ideology of 
Syed Ahmad Barelvi and Shah Ismail Dehlvi in that age, the number 
shown here under-estimate the real demography because the Wahhabis 
used to hide their identity, as the Lahore gazetteer notes: 


“The Wahhabis are returned very short of their real number; 
probably many Muhammadans who were Wahhabis thought it 
safer not to reveal themselves as such” (17). 


Maulvi Noor Ahmad Chishti, a Sunni scholar, also reports the presence of 
Wahhabis in his book “Yadgar-e-Chishti” published in 1859: 


“Another sect has now emerged among the Muslims and is called 
the Wahhabi sect. | see in this age that most of the scholars are 
attracted to this. | seek refuge in Allah! May God correct their 
beliefs” (18). 


The following excerpts from this book also show that there were 
followers of Syed Ahmed Barelvi in the urban middle class of Punjab and 
they had started attacking Shia mourners: 


“And in every bazaar, spectators gather to watch (the Zuljinnah - 
the horse of Husayn). Rose water is sprinkled on him from all sides 
but some people laugh at the mourners due to prejudice. Some 
people chant “Madad Char Yaar” which may sometimes result in 
bloodshed. So, when Major Karkar Bahadur was the Deputy 
Commissioner in Lahore, there was a lot of fighting between the 
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Sunnis and Shias and many people got injured. Since then the 
Deputy commissioner of police, District police officer, Sub officer, 
some Company’s men and one army officer accompany the horse 
to protect the Shia people but still they would not stop” (19). 


Kanhiya Lal in his book “Tareekh-e-Lahore (History of Lahore)”, published 
in 1884, writes: 


“In 1849, this house (Karbala Gamay Shah) was destroyed. On the 
10th of Muharram, when Zuljinnah (the horse of Husayn) came 
out, there was a fierce clash between the Shia and Sunni people 
near Shah Aalmi Gate. On that day, the Sunni nation demolished 
buildings inside the enclosure. The minarets of the shrines were 
also demolished and the water well was mounded with bricks. 
Gamay shah was beaten so badly that he fainted. Finally, when 
the Deputy Commissioner Edward summoned a contingent of 
cavalry from Anarkali cantonment, the people dispersed. And 
those who were arrested were also given some punishment” (20). 


Modern anti-shi’ism 

It is important to note that in the beginning of twentieth century, the 
anti-Shia groups were small in numbers and had little influence. Mushirul 
Hasan says: 


“Shia-Sunni relations were not structured around sectarian lines. Some 
people nursed sectarian prejudices, but most consciously resisted 
attempts to create fissures in the broadly unified and consensual model 
of social and cultural living. Regardless of the polemics of the Ulama and 
the itinerant preachers, bonds of friendship and understanding remained 
intact because Shias and Sunnis of all classes shared a language, 
literature and a cultural heritage. That is probably why Sharar eb 4) 
(1+ observed, though in an exaggerated vein, that no one in Lucknow 
ever noticed who was a Sunni and who a Shia” (21). 
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While this is still true for majority of the Muslim population, the problem 
grew in size as modern technology (e.g. printing press, telegraph and 
railways) came to India. The last decades of Nineteenth century saw 
major social changes. Barbara Metcalf and Thomas Metcalf describe 
those changes as follows: 


“The decades that spanned the turn of the twentieth century marked an 
apogee of the British imperial system, whose institutional framework had 
been set after 1857. At the same time, these decades were marked by a 
rich profusion and elaboration of voluntary organizations; a surge in 
publication or newspaper, pamphlets and posters; and the writing of 
fiction and poetry as well as political, philosophical, and historical non- 
fiction. With this activity, a new level of public life emerged, ranging from 
meetings and processions to politicized street theatre, riots and 
terrorism” (22). 


This change helped the followers of Syed Ahmad Barelvi in increasing 
their influence. Mushirul Hasan says: 


“Shia-Sunni disturbances were sparked off in Lucknow in the 1880s and 
1890s and in 1907-8. The feeling of tension between the Sunnis and Shias 
of Lucknow has reached its climax, reported the Gauhar-i-Shahwar in 
April 1907. Allahabad, Banaras, and Jaunpur witnessed widespread 
violence. What began with small-scale skirmishes in the last quarter of 
the nineteenth-century, many of which went unnoticed in official 
despatches because of their listing in the category of «Native Societies 
and Religious and Social Matters» in the Selections from the Native 
Newspapers, escalated into bloody feuds involving scores of people and 
turning Lucknow and its adjoining districts into a cauldron of sectarian 
animus” (21). 


He continues: 
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“It turned violent in May-June 1937, when frenzied mobs in Lucknow and 
Ghazipur went on a rampage. Trouble in Ghazipur was instigated by a 
party of Sunnis from Jaunpur. Enraged mobs burnt and looted property. 
They killed at will. The summer of discontent rumbled on as sectarian 
strife, hitherto dormant, turned into a common occurrence in the daily 
lives of Lucknawis. There was more trouble during the next two years, 
fuelled by a government-appointed committee's ruling against Madh-e 
Sahaba in Lucknow. All hell broke loose. Husain Ahmad Madani (1879- 
1957), principal of the renowned seminary at Deoband along with other 
Jami'iyat al-'Ulama' leaders, jumped into the fray. He advocated civil 
disobedience. Thousands paid heed to his call and courted arrest. Though 
a fervent advocate of secular nationalism and a principled critic of the 
«two-nation theory», he stirred sectarian passions unabashedly. He spoke 
at a public meeting in Lucknow on 17 March 1938 sharing the platform 
with the firebrand head of the Dar al-Muballighin, Maulvi ‘Abdul Shakoor, 
and Maulana Zafarul Mulk, chief exponent of Madh-e Sahaba in 
Lucknow” (21). 


Already in 1940, a bomb was thrown on a procession. J. N. Hollister 
reports on the security situation during Muharram on 1940: 


“Conflicts between Sunnis and Shias at Muharram are not infrequent. 
Processions in the cities are accompanied by police along fixed lines of 
March. The following quotations from a single newspaper are not usual. 
They indicate what might happen if government did not keep the 
situation under control: 


‘adequate measures avert incidents’, ‘Muharram passed off 
peacefully’, ‘All shops remained closed in... in order to avoid 
incidents’, ‘Several women offered satyagraha in front of the final 
procession... about twenty miles from Allahabad. They object to 
the passing of the procession through their fields’, ‘the police took 
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great precautions to prevent a breach of the peace’, ‘as a sequel 
to the cane charge by the police on a Mehndi procession the 
Moslems ... did not celebrate the Muharram today. No ta’zia 
processions were taken out... Business was transacted as usual 
in the Hindu localities’, ‘Bomb thrown on procession’. 


Not all of these disturbances spring from sectarian differences, but those 
differences actuate many fracases. Birdwood says that, in Bombay, where 
the first four days of Muharram are likely to be devoted to visiting each 
other's tabut khanas, women and children as well as men are admitted, 
and members of other communities — only the Sunnies are denied ‘simply 
as a police precaution” (23). 


Similar incidents were occurring in Tirah valley in the tribal areas 
bordering Afghanistan. Ghani Khan reports: 


“Heaven and houris were promised to those who killed the Shias. 
The Afridi’s listened. The gold offered and the houris promised 
proved too much for them. They picked up their rifles and went in 
search of Heaven. Then followed a most frightful destruction not 
only of the Shias but of cattle and trees as well. Valleys where the 
Shias lived were laid desolate - millions of fruit trees, hundreds of 
years old Chinar and almond plantations were sawn down. The 
Shias were too broken and distracted to come to Amanullah's 
help” (24). 


Mushirul Hasan analyzes this modern anti-Shi’ism as follows: 


“Sectarianism in the 1930s, however, was of a distinct nature. The 
debates then were no longer restricted to the "Khilafat". Nor were the 
age-old controversies confined to the learned and holy men on both sides. 
The energy released during the decade, spurred by newly-started 
organizations wedded to separate Sunni and Shia world views, 
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substantially altered the structure of social relations. They imposed 
severe strains on the overall consensus, achieved through long-standing 
social, cultural and economic networks. People were encouraged to 
transgress traditional codes of conduct and behavior and organize 
themselves as a separate entity in opposition to the «Other». The 
emotional charge deepened the intensity and depth of sectarian conflicts, 
competition and rivalries” (21). 


During the Pakistan movement, there were attempts by Congress-allied 
clerics to disqualify Jinnah for political leadership on the basis of his Shia 
faith. But these clerics failed to win the support of Muslims because of 
their weak political program and history of folly in the ‘Khilafat 
movement’. The Muslim League succeeded in convincing the Muslim 
masses that by inciting Shia-Sunni riots, the Congress aims to push back 
the issue of constitutional rights of Muslims. During the Second World 
War, the anti-Shia violence eased considerably as the debates 
concerning future of India after independence attracted everyone’s 
mind. However, in 1944, a Deobandi organization solely focused on 
attacking the Shias by the name of Tanzeem-e-Ahl-e-Sunnat ( dh! @J25 
iw), was launched in the city of Amritsar, now in Indian Punjab (25). 


After the formation of Pakistan in 1947, the students of Maulana Hussain 
Ahmad Madani, the architect of the Shia-Sunni riots in Lucknow, 
migrated to Pakistan and started campaigning from city to city. Deobandi 
clerics, Maulana Noorul Hassan Bukhari, Maulana Abdul Sattar Taunsui, 
Maulana Sarfraz Gakharvi, Maulana Dost Muhammad Qureshi, Maulana 
Abdul Haq Haqqani and Maulana Mufti Mahmood, were playing the 
leading role. There were attacks on mourners in 1949 in Narowal. In the 
1951 Punjab Assembly elections, a campaign was launched against Shia 
candidates on sectarian grounds and they were declared infidels. In 
1955, mourning processions and ‘imambargahs’ were attacked at 25 
places in Punjab in which hundreds of people were injured. In the same 
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year, a Sunni cleric in Karachi spread a rumor that Shiites slaughter a 
Sunni child every year and add his meat into the food they serve on 
Muharram. As a result, a Balti imambargah in Karachi was attacked and 
twelve people were severely injured (26). 


In 1957, three mourners were killed during an attack on a Muharram 
procession in Sitpur village of Muzaffargarh district. A judicial 
commission was set up by the government and five terrorists involved in 
the incident were sentenced to death. In the same year, one person was 
killed and three others were seriously injured when stones were hurled 
at a mourning procession in Ahmadpur Shargi. In June 1958, Agha 
Mohsin, a Shia cleric, was assassinated in Bhakkar. The killer said in a 
confessional statement that Maulana Noorul Hassan Bukhari's speech 
had incited him to commit the crime in which the killer of Shiites was 
compared to Ghazi Ilm-ud-din and was guaranteed paradise. Maulana 
Noorul Hassan Bukhari was not punished, which encouraged riotous 
scholars (27). 


The Thehri massacre 

The year 1963 proved to be the bloodiest in the early history of Pakistan. 
On June 3, 1963, a mourning procession at Bhati Gate, Lahore, was 
attacked with stones and knives, killing two mourners and injuring about 
a hundred. Mourners were also attacked in Narowal, Chiniot and Quetta 
too. The worst terrorist attack took place in the village of Thehri in 
Khairpur District of Sindh, known as “Thehri Massacre”. According to 
official figures, 120 mourners were slaughtered on Ashura with axes and 
swords. On June 16, Deobandi leaders Mufti Mahmood, Shorash 
Kashmiri and Maulana Ghulam Ghaus Hazarawi of Jamiat Ulema-e-Islam 
(JUI) held a rally in Lahore in support of the massacre, blaming the victims 
for the massacre and calling for a ban on Muharram processions (28). 
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Sipah-e-Sahaba 

The most important development of the sixties was the wave of socialism 
which reduced the political influence of the Ulema. That is why the 
period from 1965 to 1977 saw a significant reduction in anti-Shia 
violence. When General Zia-ul-Hagq, inspired by the ideology of Jamaat- 
e-Islami and Muslim Brotherhood, imposed martial law in July 1977, the 
following Muharram on February 1978, 8 Shias were killed in Lahore and 
14 in Karachi (29). Such incidents increased during the tenure of General 
Zia and beyond. Tanzim-e-Ahle Sunnat was revived with a new name, 
Sipah-e-Sahaba, and anti-Shi’ism was theorized as a political ideology 
with this-worldly goals, which wants to see Pakistan become a fascist 
Deobandi utopia (30). In the 1990s, Shia mosques became killing fields. 
Kalashnikovs and grenades were readily available thanks to Afghan 
Taliban. 


After the US-led invasion of Afghanistan in September 2001, Mufti 
Nizamuddin Shamzai of Jamia Banuri in Karachi issued a fatwa of Jihad 
against the state of Pakistan. According to the fatwa, all forms of violence 
were justified. To follow his orders, a terrorist group called the Tehreek- 
e-Taliban Pakistan (TTP) emerged in the tribal areas and anti-Shia 
violence escalated into suicide attacks. Pakistan's streets and bazaars 
were engulfed in flames and bathed in blood (31). One pamphlet 
distributed by the militant wing of Sipah-e-Sahaba reads: 


"All Shia are worthy of killing. We will rid Pakistan of unclean 
people. Pakistan means “land of the pure” and the Shia have no 
right to live in this country. We have the edict and signatures of 
revered scholars, declaring the Shia infidels. Just as our fighters 
have waged a successful jihad against the Shia Hazara in 
Afghanistan, our mission in Pakistan is the abolition of this impure 
sect and its followers from every city, every village, and every nook 
and corner of Pakistan. 
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As in the past, our successful jihad against the Hazara in Pakistan 
and, in particular, in Quetta is ongoing and will continue in the 
future. We will make Pakistan the graveyard of the Shia Hazara 
and their houses will be destroyed by bombs and suicide-bombers. 
We will only rest when we will be able to fly the flag of true Islam 
on this land of the pure. Jihad against the Shia Hazara has now 
become our duty" (32). 


Conclusion 

Popular anti-Shi’ism in the subcontinent began in 1820, and Muharram 
2020 marks the 200th anniversary of the beginning of this organized 
sectarian terrorism. It is time to analyze the history of 200-years of local 
sectarian terrorism and to understand the political vision of the followers 
of Syed Ahmed Barelvi, their desire to bring about an Islamic revolution 
and create a genocidal utopia in Pakistan which has no space for dissent. 
Calling it a Saudi-lranian proxy war or an Indian or American conspiracy 
to destabilize Pakistan is a naked denial of facts. To say that this is a 
conspiracy of external forces is barking up the wrong tree. Fuchs says: 


“Deobandi networks that push for an exclusion of Shi‘is from the public 
deliberation of Pakistan’s (political) future do not rely on Saudi ideological 
input or funding. While they are happy to incorporate aspects of Saudi- 
sponsored Salafi arguments, they transcend the mere focus on 
theological point-scoring. Anti-Shi‘i sectarianism in Pakistan is thus a 
predominantly local affair instead of yet another manifestation of an 
Iranian-Saudi proxy war on South Asian soil” (30). 


Abbas Zaidi says that both the state-owned and the private media houses 
in Pakistan have adopted a policy of justification and denial, when it 
comes to violence against the Shia community. He says: 


“the media reports Shia killing in one of three ways: denial, obfuscation, 
and justification. By denial | mean that the media explicitly or implicitly 
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claims that not Shias but “people”, “men”, “pilgrims”, or ethnic “Hazaras” 
are being killed. This happens when the media either does not report Shia 
killing at all or deliberately hides Shia victims’ sectarian identity. By 
obfuscation | mean that the media portrays Shia killing in terms of a Shia— 
Sunni binary in which both sects are shown to be equally involved in 
violence. By justification | mean that the media portrays the Shias as 
heretics, blasphemers, and agents provocateurs operating on behalf of 
foreign powers and thus deserving of violence being done to them” (33). 


Khaled Ahmed thinks that there is a 'sense of shame’ among the Sunni 
owners of the media houses that stops them from openly talking about 
the problem (34). 


There is a need to change this mindset by recognizing the local status of 
the problem, taking responsibility for its solution and informing future 
generations of the true history. We have to learn to coexist, it takes effort 
to learn that. A bright example to follow is the secularism of sulh-i-kul 
(peace with all), a policy pioneered by the great sixteenth century Muslim 
Emperor, Jalaluddin Mohammad Akbar. 
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Attitude of muslim clergy towards Science 
Source: 
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House, Lahore, (2012). 


Translator: Rabia Aslam 


The British rule in India brought about fundamental and revolutionary 
changes in the basic structure of the society. Along with political, cultural 
and economic changes, scientific and artistic inventions dealt a severe 
blow to religious superstitions and weakened religious regression. In this 
regard there were visible differences between Western and Indian 
societies. European society evolved through a process of scientific and 
technological inventions, and each individual took an equal part in the 
development of the society. The masses not only accepted these 
scientific developments mentally but made full use in their everyday 
lives. In contrast, these inventions in India came from Europe and 
became prevalent in a society that was not psychologically ready to 
accept them, so they looked at everything new with skepticism. And 
while accepting them, they were fearful and hesitant. 


Characteristically, in Muslim society, the class of Ulema was strongly 
opposed to new scientific and artistic inventions. The reason for this was 
that their system of education was based on old and outdated traditions 
and did not change in any way along with the changes and requirements 
of the new age. The main purpose of the education system, which was 
prevalent in the Muslim society, was to teach only those subjects which 
kept the beliefs and faith intact and all such subjects, thoughts and ideas 
which created doubts and questions about the beliefs were definitely not 
be taught. Thus, from the very beginning, the scholars of India were 
opposed to philosophy, because philosophy tests everything on the basis 
of reason by creating doubt in the mind. That is why ‘Maulana Rashid 
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Ahmad Gangohi’, the head of Deoband school of thought, did not include 
philosophy in his academic syllabus and sternly said that any student who 
will learn philosophy is not my disciple (1). Deoband academic adopted 
“Dars-i-Nizami” as curriculum, which was developed in the eighteenth 
century. It was taught without any modification. The core subjects in this 
curriculum included: Arabic language and grammar, logic, traditional 
medicine, mathematics, art of rhetoric, Islamic jurisprudence, principles 
of Islamic jurisprudence, theology, and hadith. Neither the history of 
Islamic countries, nor the history of India, geography or natural science 
were included in this syllabus. Commenting on this curriculum, Mushir- 
ul-Haq wrote: 


"There was no emphasis on modern science, students were not taught 
any modern Indian or European language. Not even English which had 
become the second language of India. There was no arrangement for 
teaching world history, Indian history, nor was there any textbook 
pertaining to geography or about any social sciences that provided 
information about non-Muslims”. (2) 


The students produced by Deoband, Farangi Mahal and Mazahir-ul- 
Uloom and similar madrassas were completely unfamiliar with modern 
education, modern traditions and the changes of time. And mentally they 
were the product of the middle ages. Not only were they unaware of the 
new political, social, scientific and artistic inventions and changes, but 
also, they were unable to understand the historical process as well. 
Therefore, the Ulema could not take up any profession or any job. Their 
place was only in madrassas and mosques, and in order to solve their 
economic problems, they had to try to establish religious institutions, 
keep collecting donations in the name of faith while clinging to religious 
superstitions. 
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Hence, they opposed everything new in science, art and craft. This can 
be gauged from books like “Fatwa Dar-ul-Uloom” and “Fatawa 
Rasheedia” against scientific inventions and social change. For example, 


“it is not permissible for Muslims to wear English hats and caps 
because they imitate Christians” (3). 


Regarding photography, camerawork or any kind of art, it is stated that 
Photography is absolutely forbidden in Islamic law. Whether with pen or 
with camera. It is not permissible for a picture to be placed merely for 
adornment if it is of a living being, but if it is placed in a place of 
humiliation, such as on the floor, a shoe-rack or at such a place, then it is 
permissible. For medical information or a map for war, it is not 
permissible to keep a complete picture. For medical needs, a separate 
picture of each organ can be kept, except the head. It isn’t permissible to 
keep a picture of the head, even without the body. Explaining further, it 
has been said that to make a picture of a living being, whether in the form 
of a statue or in the form of an image, whether it is made with a pen or 
printed in a press or with a camera, is a great sin. Pictures of animate 
beings are haram, whether they are humans or other creatures, whether 
they are three-dimensional or two-dimensional, whether they are 
printed, drawn, etched, engraved, carved, cast in mould, etc. Four types 
of images are allowed. Pictures crafted without face of any living-being, 
pictures that represent any humiliation, or are so small that if you put 
them on the ground and look at them, you will not see them completely 
and pictures of baby dolls for children that too without any face (4). 


In response to a question that can a geography map be crafted which 
contains pictures of animals, plants, and other information? In response 
to this, a fatwa was issued that photography is absolutely haram (In 
Islamic jurisprudence, haram is used to refer to any act that is forbidden) 
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and if an image of an animal is drawn or sketched, it should be without 
head and limbs. (5) 


Fatwa was also issued on modern sports as well, that whether the game 
is played with a ball or any other sport, it is ‘Makruh’ (In Islamic 
terminology, something which is ‘makruh’ is a disliked or offensive act 
literally "detestable" or "abominable"). If it involves blood-shed, if it is for 
fun and to relieve fatigue then it is permissible, but it is ‘makruh’ to play 
football because it is played by wearing shorts. Moreover, all the sports 
in which English attire is worn are not permissible. Such games that 
interfere with the necessities of Islam, i.e. prayers, etc. are also 
forbidden. (6) 


When asked about theater and cinema: “Muslims go to the theater to 
see the spectacle, to work in it, to sing, to dance, to change form, to 
change clothes, to wear women's clothes, to participate in it, to work.” 
And what is the rule of Shari'ah about encouraging it? In response to this, 
a fatwa was issued that it is a combination of a grave sin and many major 
sins, and whoever urges people to it is a great sinner (7). Someone has 
drawn attention to the issue of whether it is permissible to show pictures 
of the kings of Islam in cinemas or not. In response, it was said that it is 
an insult to them and cinema is an instrument to insult Muslim kings. It 
is illegal (8). It has been decided that cinema is a collection of many sins 
and denials (9). 


In the fatwas issued after the invention of radio, clerics said that it is not 
permissible to recite the Qur'an in any way on the radio since the songs 
were also played on it (10). Though, it is also not permissible to listen to 
the recitation of Holy Quran on the gramophone (11). Various clothing 
and fashion trends were also opposed, such as the fact that it was 
forbidden for women to wear shoes with heels (12). 
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Fatawa Rasheedia also contains a reaction against the new socio- 
economic changes. For example, sending money by money order has 
been said to be against Shariah. And depositing money in a bank, 
whether on interest or without interest, is also against the Shari'ah (13). 


Apart from these fatwas, the Ulema of the time opposed anything 
conflicted with old-school traditions, be it political, social or economic. 
Moreover, the use of loud speakers, travel through railways, admission 
of patients in hospitals, use of new medicines, European style clothing, 
European cuisines and adoption of their habits etc. 


But the scientific and artistic inventions that facilitated human life 
became popular among the people in spite of these fatwas and their use 
increased due to the need of the times and they were accepted not only 
by the society but also by the class of clergy who were initially against 
them. The reason for the opposition to these scientific and technological 
inventions in the early days and the resistance to social change was that 
the Ulema were ignorant of the process of change and could not 
understand its importance. The same is true today: because of their 
outdated education system they are unable to understand the new 
changes and their needs and for them everything new is against religion 
but after using it they go ahead and adopt all the scientific inventions. 
This clearly demonstrates the victory of science over religious 
superstitions and beliefs. 


References 
(1) Muhammad Mian, “Ulema-e-Haq”, vol. |, Delhi (9) p. 85. 


(2) Mushir-ul-Haq, “Muslim Politics in Modern India”, p. 19, Lahore 
(3) “Fatwa Darul Uloom (Deoband)”, pp. 979-991-992, Karachi. 


(4) Ibid, pp. 993-994-995. 


73 


(5) Ibid, pp. 999-1000. 
(6) Ibid, p. 1002. 
(7) Ibid, p. 1003. 
(8) Ibid, p. 1007. 
(9) Ibid, p. 1007. 
(10) Ibid, p. 1008. 
(11) Ibid, p. 1012. 
(12) Ibid, p. 745. 


(13) Rashid Anmad Gangohi, “Fatawa Rasheedia”, pp. 430-431, Karachi. 


74 


Bahishti Zewar and the status of women in society 
Source: 


Dr. Mubarak Ali, “Almiyah-e-Tarikh”, Chapter 7, pp. 67-76, Fiction 
House, Lahore (2012). 


Translator: Rabia Aslam 


In feudal societies, the status of woman is always that of property. Where 
her freedom, rights and opinion depend on the will of a man. The 
purpose of this society is to promote such values by which women are 
kept submissive and obedient to men and all avenues of their freedom 
are blocked. Muslim society in Medieval India was divided into two 
classes. One was the class of elites or nobles and the other consisted of 
common people and working class. The upper class created cultural and 
moral values such as honor, dignity, chastity, splendor and kept best 
valuable equipment for the living that included, diamond jewelry, 
elephants, horses and palaces. Elites consumed luxury meals and wore 
fine clothes. They gathered beautiful women in their harem as if they 
were collecting rare valuables. They built high-walled palaces to protect 
their wives. Kept soldiers and eunuchs on guard. They were strictly 
ordered to put on veils so that others could not see them. It created the 
values of “honor and family dignity”. These feudal values also affected 
the working class of the society, but the majority of the people could not 
adopt these values because the economic needs forced them to go out 
of the confines of the house and look for a livelihood. In addition to work, 
she was forced to take care of livestock and work in the fields. In the 
cities, women from poor families worked as house-cleaners, baby sitters 
for upper class. These feudal values were limited to a class that was 
politically, economically and socially superior. This feudal society of the 
Muslims remained stable during the reigns of the Delhi Sultans and the 
Mughal dynasties. In this society, the position of woman was just of a 
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‘oroduct’ which was the property of a man and she had to let go off her 
freedom, self and ego. In the way in which her life was developed, it was 
her responsibility as a daughter to serve her parents, to be obedient to 
the husband as the wife, and to raise the children as the mother (1). 


In this feudal society, the man had a high position and he wished that 
these values would not change and that there would be no situation 
where the woman would break these shackles and become free. But with 
the passage of time these values began to change. Western ideas and 
civilization gradually began to affect our feudal society. These changes 
shocked the proponents of ancient values. These elites were opposed to 
any change in society and were not ready to modify the status of women. 


The books and writings of Maulana Ashraf Ali Thanvi (1868-1943), a 
renowned Deobandi religious scholar, represent this mindset, especially 
his best-seller book ‘Bahishti Zewar’ (literally meaning Heavenly Jewels). 
Maulana's era was a time of clash of modern and ancient values when 
the ancient system of life and its values were dying in the last stages of 
its obsolescence and fatigue and the buds of modern trends and ideas 
were beginning to sprout. He tried to stop the decay of feudal system 
with religious and moral support and also tried to keep the woman in the 
same place that the feudal system had reserved for her on religious 
grounds. 


To tame the women, Maulana wrote ten parts of ‘Bahishti Zewar’ so that 
after reading them, a woman can easily recognize the superiority of a 
man and not only be satisfied with her slavery but also consider it a 
source of pride. It teaches all the tips and tricks that a woman may need 
to mold herself into a good slave. It covers everything from religious 
issues to cooking and household chores that can keep a man happy. 
Therefore, it has become customary that these ten volumes of ‘Bahishti 
Zewar’ (which are combined as one) are given to the girl in dowry so that 
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she can read it and be mentally ready for slavery. Here an attempt is 
made to analyze the concept of a perfect woman that Maulana has 
presented in this book and to examine his ideas in the light of the culture 
and values that developed in the background of feudal society (1). 


Women education 

By the end of the 19th century and the beginning of the 20th century, 
modern Western education had become popular, and our religious 
scholars, despite recognizing modern requirements, were strongly 
opposed to women's education. They considered modern Western 
education sort of necessary for men, but for them this education was 
extremely dangerous for women. 


Sir Syed Ahmad Khan bluntly pointed out the fact that he was against 
women's education because an ignorant woman is unaware of her rights 
and therefore is satisfied of her current state. However, if she is educated 
and aware of her rights her life will be tormented (2). Sir Syed also 
opposed the opening of girls' schools. And insisted that they read only 
religious books and stay away from the popular books of modern times 
which he considered dodgy (3). 


Maulana Ashraf Ali Thanvi considered that only religious education was 
necessary for women because religiously ill-informed women cannot 
distinguish between disbelief and polytheism nor do they develop faith 
and love of Islam. They speak whatever they want in their ignorance. 
Knowledge of religion is essential for them to save their faith and religion. 
Maulana strongly opposed all forms of education for women other than 
religious education and considered it extremely harmful for women (4). 
Maulana also strongly opposed to girls going to school and getting 
education there, as the school will be attended by girls of diverse 
backgrounds, classes and views which will affect their values and morals. 
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He was of a view that if the girl is exposed to an English instructor then it 
would not be good for her reputation and faith (5). 


According to Maulana, the right way is for two or four girls to study at 
home and take a teacher who doesn’t ask for salary because it makes 
education blessed (6). Maulana was aware of the secret that socializing 
has a profound effect on individual mindset and thinking pattern so he 
wanted to block this path and wished that the woman of the house 
doesn’t step out of the four walls. 


Maulana places special emphasis on women's curriculum so that a 
certain kind of mind can be developed through it. Therefore, he 
considered the Qur'an, the books of religion, and the ten parts of the 
‘Bahishti Zewar’ to be sufficient. With regard to his book, he further 
explains that the sexual matters in it should either be explained to a 
woman when she is mature enough or left unmarked. When it comes to 
reading, only the ability to read is mentioned. As of learning the art of 
writing, Maulana emphasizes that there is no harm in teaching about 
writing if a woman is not ambitious, otherwise she should not be taught 
(7). Moreover, she can only be taught to write to the extent that she is 
able to pen-down the necessary letters and household accounts, but not 
more than that (8). Maulana places special emphasis on what and what 
kind of books women should read, for example, it is not permissible to 
look at and read books on beauty and love. Collections of poetry and 
especially modern novels should not be read by women and it is not 
permissible to buy them, so if anyone sees them with their girls, they 
should burn them immediately (9). 


Maulana seems so cautious about the books that he considers many 
religious books to be unsafe for women because most of the religious 
books contain illicit content for certain age group. He is deeply saddened 
that in his time women read all kinds of books and that is why they are 
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confused and their habits are deteriorating and the thoughts are getting 
dirty, so Maulana thinks that if you want to read a book of religion, show 
it to a religious scholar before reading it, if he agrees, then read it, 
otherwise not (10). But Maulana is not satisfied with that either, because 
he does not trust anyone other than himself and no religious scholar is 
as sane as him as per his intellect. Therefore, he provides a list of books 
that are useful for women to read, such as ‘Naseehat-ul-Muslimeen’, 
‘Rasla Ageeqah’, ‘Taleem-ud-Din’, ‘Tahfat-ul-Zaujain’, ‘Forough-ul-lman’, 
‘Islah-ul-Rasoom’, ‘Bahesht Nama’, ‘Dozakh Nama’, ‘Tambih-un-Nisa’, 
‘Taleem-un-Nisa’ including ‘Dulhan Nama’, ‘Hidayat-tun-Nisa’ ‘Marat- 
tun-Nisa’, etc. After this Maulana censors the books which according to 
him are very harmful to read such as: poetry books, ‘Inder Sabha’, ‘Qissa 
Badr-i-Munir’, ‘Qissa Shah-i-Yemen’, ‘Dastan-i-Amir Hamza’, ‘Gul 
Bakawili’, ‘Alif Laila’, ‘Naqsh-i-Soleimani’, ‘Fa’l Namah’, ‘Maujiza-i-Aal-i- 
Nabi’, ‘Araish-i-Mehfil’, Sang Nama-i- Hazrat Ali’ and the exegesis of 
surah Yousuf. Maulana explains that there are some raw stories in these 
books and it is harmful for women to read the words of love and 
romance. About the books ‘Marat-ul-Aroos’, ‘Mahzaat’ and ‘Ayyami’, he 
says “there are some good things, but there are some that weaken the 
faith” (11). In his views, reading novels always has a bad impact and 
newspaper is a waste of time (12). From these views his thoughts about 
women's education become clear to us that he always believed in very 
limited education for women and wanted to protect the feudal system 
by keeping women ignorant and ill-informed. 


Financial status of women 

In a feudal society, one of the foundations of a man's superiority is that 
he is responsible for the family's livelihood and the woman is always in 
need of his financial support. In this regard, Maulana says that earning a 
living is necessary only for men and it is his duty to provide for the bread 
and sustenance of woman (13). Explaining bread and sustenance, he says 
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that providing bread and cloth are obligatory for a man, while housework 
is obligatory for a woman. The man is responsible for arranging kitchen 
and cutlery items. The salary of the laundress is not the responsibility of 
the man and the woman should wash the clothes with her own hands 
and if the man pays for it, it is his favor (14). 


Submission towards husband 

In a feudal society, the husband has the status of a virtual god for the 
woman, so it is necessary for the woman to obey her husband. If she 
disobeys her husband's orders, it is considered a violation of the values 
of the society. The instructions given by Maulana to women in this regard 
indicate that he wants to maintain the superiority of men in the name of 
religion and morality. 


He emphasizes that a woman should obey all the orders of her husband. 
Even if he asks her to take a rock from one mountain to another and then 
from the second to the third, the wife must abide by the orders. If the 
husband calls his wife for some work while she is cooking, she should get 
up immediately and address to him (15). The obedience of a man is 
necessary, if he does not allow her wife to offer the optional prayers 
(‘Nafl’), she must follow. It is important to take good care of her beauty 
and if he wants her to put on makeup and she doesn’t, then the husband 
has the right to beat her. She must not go anywhere without the 
permission of her husband, neither to relatives nor to others (16). 


Maulana considers the purpose of wife's life to be the happiness of the 
husband. In this regard, he has given complete instructions for the 
woman. For example, she should win his heart and read his eyes. If he 
orders her wife to stand with her hands tied all night, she should still obey 
his command because it is for her own good. Never be disrespectful 
towards her husband as it will ruin both the worlds. If a woman's wish is 
not fulfilled, she should remain quiet and not say a word to anyone about 
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it. She should never be stubborn about anything. If there is any problem 
with the husband, she should learn to compromise. If the husband ever 
gifts something, whether she likes it or not, she should express happiness 
over it. If the husband gets angry, she should not talk in such a way that 
he gets irritated, she should look at his mood and talk. If he is angry, 
apologize and plead with him. Never consider her husband as her equal 
and should not take any kind of service from him. 


If the husband comes home from abroad, he should be asked about his 
mood, he should be massaged and food should be arranged for him 
immediately. It is her job to comfort him. In domestic matters, Maulana 
instructs that the wife does not have the right to ask her husband about 
the salary, income and expenses. Likewise, the wife should keep 
everything neat, the living room, sleeping mattress, and other things. If 
the husband meets another woman, she can ask him to stop in private. 
She should not humiliate him publically. If he still doesn’t comply with 
her request then she must just stay patient. Maulana states, that God has 
created a man with the nature of a lion, therefore he cannot be 
controlled or shamed. The simplest way to subdue him is by flattery and 
obedience (17). In this regard, Maulana mentions a woman. “In Lucknow, 
there is a man who stays out with the prostitute day and night. He 
doesn’t come home at all. Instead, he orders food and the wife cooks for 
him. See, the whole society applauds this wife and she will get a high 
place in the sight of God” (18). 


Limited public space 

A woman must not ask her husband for a separate home, she must 
consider the house of her husband her only place for the living. She must 
never call her husband by name and must stay obedient to her father 
and mother-in-law (19). It is not permissible for women to play card 
games either (20). Maulana also mentions about female clothing, he says 
that a revealing dress or a shirt in which the back, abdomen or arms are 
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naked ora thin cloth that barely covers the head or the body is forbidden. 
The most suitable garment for a woman is long pants, full sleeve shirt 
made of thick cloth and a veil that covers the entire body (21). 


Maulana is convinced to keep the woman at home, the program he has 
prepared in this regard is noteworthy. For example, she can go to see her 
parents once a week. She does not have the right to visit other relatives 
more than once a year. Similarly, parents can also visit her once a week. 
Husband has the right to not allow his wife to stay at her parent’s home 
for long (22). He also considers it unethical for a woman to attend 
ceremonies. Even so, neither in grief nor in sickness. Especially when 
people gather on the occasion of marriage, it is not permissible to visit 
the house of a ‘non-mahram’ (is someone who is not mahram by blood, 
by marriage or by suckling) relative at that time. If the husband gives 
permission, he will be a sinner. After this Maulana writes with great 
regret that this ruling was not implemented anywhere in colonial India 
and not considered immoral at all (23). 


Maulana’s arguments against attending cultural events, marriages and 
social gathering are as follows: this is a wasteful expenditure, because of 
which the husband has to bear the burden of expenses. He believes there 
is no point in calling a tailor at home and communicating with him, as by 
he may look at her hand that has henna or bangles, while she is talking, 
something which is utter disgrace. It is obscene for a woman to walk 
home at night without her husband accompanying, and the obscenity has 
no limits if it is a full moon. In the ‘doli’ ceremony, a woman may get 
distracted and unknowingly reveal her skin. Women may wear perfumes 
and hence the smell may cover the entire area, which amounts to 
showing one’s beauty to strangers. Sometimes women carrying the ‘doli’ 
suddenly enter a venue, without inquiring about the presence of 
strangers there. Male servants pretentiously cover their faces while 
serving the women, but they still ogle. Sometimes boys as young as ten 
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or twelve would mix with women. For these reasons, he recommends 
women to not attend social gatherings and considers leaving home as 
indecent (24). 


Conclusion 

Maulana Ashraf Ali Thanvi’s book ‘Bahishti Zewar’ fully reflects the 
mindset that was created by the feudal culture and values in India. But 
still his work could not stop the modern ideas and social consciousness 
and could not provide any stability to the old traditions in Medieval India. 
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